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      For the world’s nurses.

      I’m proud to say I know a few of you in real life, and you astound me with your tireless, selfless dedication. You’re not in it for glory or money; you’re in it for others.

      Thank you!
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      “Left click. No, left. Left. Double click.”

      Velma, the practice receptionist, calmly continues to look over her bifocals and repeatedly single click the right mouse button, which does nothing on the empty appointment slot in the scheduling program.

      “I’m clickin’, but it’s not workin’, sugar!”

      “Your other left. This one.” I gently grab her knobby index finger and push it down twice onto the left mouse button. The appointment window opens. “There.”

      “Well, I declare!”

      I let go of her hand and wipe the sweat from my forehead with the shoulder of my dinosaur scrubs. “Okay, now. All you have to do is type the patient’s name, click the type of appointment it is—which will tell the program the duration—and add any notes in the comments section.”

      I watch impatiently as she writes each of my words down in her steno pad with her spidery cursive, her tongue poking from the side of her mouth.

      “You don’t have to write all this down, Velma. After you do it a few times, it’ll be second nature. Just try it.” I pull the leather-bound, handwritten appointment book closer to us. “Enter Drew Taylor’s appointment for tomorrow morning.”

      She begins typing.

      “Not here. This isn’t the right appointment time.”

      “Well, why’d you tell me to open this one then, you goober?”

      In spite of my frustration, I laugh. “I was showing you the gist. You have to exit out of here and go back to the calendar, click on the day you want, then open the correct time slot.”

      She sighs and throws up her hands, backing away from the counter. “Lands, this is complicated!”

      “It’s really not. C’mon. You can do it.”

      “That’s easy for you to say! You’ve worked with these things your whole life.” She gestures to the computer like it’s an unsavory person who’s walked in off the street. “I don’t see why we can’t keep using the appointment book. How is this going to make things easier around here?”

      I grit my teeth, grasping for the disappearing ends of my patience. Because Dr. Reitman and I can’t read your handwriting half the time.

      Biting back that response, I simply say, “Because this is how modern practices stay organized. We all have access to this system, from our computers and our phones, 24/7. The appointment book can only be in one place. And the electronic schedule holds much more useful information. Plus it has some built-in fail-safes. I’ve changed the settings so you get an error message if you try to double-book a slot.” I stop, realizing I sound like a salesperson for the software. “Just trust me, V, okay?”

      She flutters her lashes at me from behind her large glasses. With a coy blush and a stroke of my forearm, she says, “Oh, Nate. You know I can’t say no when you call me V.”

      Noted. Never calling her that again, no matter how convenient it would be to get my way.

      I clear my throat and move my arm out from under her hand. “Right. Well.” I nod back at the screen. “Let’s practice entering some appointments, okay?”

      She sighs, turns back to the book, and studies the entry for Drew Taylor, who’s coming in tomorrow for a sports physical. Tongue poking from the corner of her mouth, she runs her finger over the cursive pencil scratchings until she gets to the date and time, then tilts up her head to look at the monitor through her bifocals as she grabs hold of the mouse.

      “Now, what do I do with this dillybopper? Left click? How do I do that? I’m right-handed.”

      “You use the index finger of your right hand, but you click the button on the left side of the mouse. Two times, fast.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Click that little ‘x’ up there in the corner to get out of this appointment. One click will do it.”

      Miraculously, she does what I’ve described without any problems.

      “Great! Good! That’s…” I tone down my exuberance over something my two-year-old daughter could do. “There you go. Now, find the right appointment time for Drew Taylor and click on that.”

      She does. Once.

      “Double-click.”

      She tries, but her clicks are too slow.

      “Faster.”

      “This is as fast as my finger goes! I have arthur-itis, you know!” Finally, she manages to open an appointment window. Unfortunately, it’s the wrong one.

      “Wait. That’s for this afternoon.”

      “So?”

      “Drew’s appointment is tomorrow afternoon.”

      She drops the mouse and pushes it away. “Well, shoot a monkey! See? This isn’t gonna work!”

      I run my hand through my hair. “It’s not a biggie. Close this window, like you did the other one.”

      “How’d I do that, again?”

      “The ‘x’ in the upper right corner.”

      She tries to right click it.

      “Left click.”

      She does. Twice.

      “Just once.”

      “Sometimes it’s ‘click once’; sometimes it’s ‘click twice’… How the heck am I supposed to remember which is which?”

      “You just will.”

      “What a hassle! Dr. Jacobson never made me do all this. He liked my system.” She removes her glasses and lets them dangle from the chain around her neck. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll keep the book, and you can enter the appointments at the end of each day into the computer, since that’s the system you prefer—and you’re so much better at it than I am, anyway. It’ll be more efficient. Now, I have some cookies in the oven that are about to come out. Let me grab a nice hot one for you.”

      As she pushes away from the desk and speed-walks toward the kitchen, I call after her, “I don’t want a cookie! I want you to learn how to do this!”

      Without a backward glance, she waves. “Be right back!”

      Dr. Reitman sticks her head, then the rest of her body, through her office door. “Everything all right out here?”

      I swallow my disappointment and smile at my boss. “No. But we’ll try again tomorrow. Or something.” I circumnavigate the counter and walk into my office, careful not to slam the door behind me.

      After completing a few paces in front of the window, I collapse in my chair and open the manila file in the center of my desk, flipping through the pages but not reading a single word.

      Several minutes later, a knock on my door startles me from a doze. I clear my throat, then call, “Come in!” and look down at the papers on my desk, like I’ve been studying them all along.

      The door pushes inward an inch or two, and through the crack I see a familiar gray eye and a sliver of thick, blonde bangs, plus the tip of a nose. “Is it safe to come in?” Dr. Reitman asks. The crevice widens. Her hand slips through, holding my steaming “Murses Do It Better” mug in one hand and a cookie in the other. “I come bearing sugar and caffeine. And if it’s too late in the day for that, I can brew some herbal tea. Or make a smoothie. Or anything you want. I’ll drive to North Carolina, if I have to.”

      I laugh at her theatrics and wave her in. “Get in here. Why should you be scared?”

      She heeds my invitation, and when I extend my arms to accept the hot coffee and cookie, she carefully transfers the items to my hands, then sprawls on the couch against the wall, across from my desk. Starting a new practice together hundreds of miles from our hometown has naturally led to a different relationship than the one we had in Green Bay. We’re definitely more like friends and business partners here in Jasper, South Carolina, than we ever were up North.

      “Because,” she answers, “I dragged you to a strange land with the promise of a better life only to bog you down in the business of running a medical practice, where you work longer hours than you ever did in Green Bay. Which is saying something.”

      I dunk the cookie in my mug and take a huge bite of the dripping snack before it falls apart. After a few more sweet nibbles and restorative sips, I say, “You have a point. And you forgot to mention how freaking hot and steamy it is down here. But this town and this clinic also have their advantages.”

      The papers on my desk receive a hand wave from her. “Please, tell me. Because the fact that you’re looking at invoices for toilet paper and paper towels can’t possibly go in the ‘plus’ column.”

      Is that what I’ve supposedly been reading? I close the folder and push it to a corner of my messy desk. Resting my mug on top of it, I brush cookie crumbs from my fingertips. “Yeah, well… I don’t work weekends at Urgent Care anymore. No more Dr. Chancellor. Or snowstorms. We’re only a couple of hours from several beautiful beaches and the relaxing ocean. And I have my own office. With air conditioning.” I wiggle my eyebrows and gesture to the sunny room around us, which served as this house’s dining room once upon a time, when it was a private residence. “I’d say it’s worth having to sift through invoices for butt wipes once in a while.”

      She pinches her eyes and laughs. “Oh, man. We need an office manager.”

      “We can’t afford one.”

      “That’ll be our first big ‘purchase,’ then. Priority number one. And until then, we should add supplies ordering to Velma’s responsibilities.”

      I glance nervously at the open door leading to reception.

      Dr. Reitman says, “She’s gone for the day. Left the rest of the cookies on the front desk for you to take home to Betty. Said ‘there’s no calories in chocolate chip cookies for mamas-to-be.’”

      I groan, because nobody’s supposed to know about that yet. I spilled the beans in the clinic kitchen one morning when a bout of Betty’s morning sickness made me late for my first appointment. Then I swore the doctor and receptionist to secrecy, but I might as well have said, “Tell everyone, and talk about it all the time,” because they won’t shut up about it. My only salvation is that Betty never comes to the office, and she and I don’t do more than wave to our neighbors or smile at people in parks and grocery stores, so nobody’s revealed my bone-headedness to my wife. Yet. It’s only a matter of time, for sure.

      Now I whine about our receptionist. “She’s so nice!”

      “I know.”

      “But so clueless!”

      “I know.”

      Plunking my elbow onto my desk and my cheek into my hand, I ask, “When is she retiring, again? Ever? Do you think we could throw her a retirement party, and she’d go along with it and not show up to work the next day?”

      Another laugh-groan bubbles from the doctor. “I don’t know. At this point, it may be worth a shot.” She holds her thumb and forefinger apart by a half-inch, squinting at the space, as if it holds all her hopes and dreams. “Rob told me she was this close to retiring when I took over, so I promised to keep her on.” She drops her hand with a slap against her thigh. “But since we’ve re-opened for business, she hasn’t mentioned it to me once. When she does, I’ll jump all over it.”

      “The kids and parents love her; she’s great at greeting people when they walk through the door and seeing them out after their appointments—or after they’re told they have to come back, because she wrote down their appointment in the wrong place.”

      Dr. Reitman heaves a huge sigh and sits up, resting her elbows on her knees. “And it’s hard enough trying to get to know new-to-us patients; then she scrawls their names so illegibly that I can’t even hazard a guess. I suspect she does it on purpose so I have to ask her, and she can show off that she knows everyone in this town.”

      My face slips against my hand, pulling my mouth sideways when I say, “I called a kid ‘Boris’ the other day as I walked into an exam room. Then I looked up and saw he was a she. And I was informed her name is Maria. Fortunately, the girl and her mom had a sense of humor about it, but it was pretty embarrassing.”

      “She’s going to have to learn the electronic system. I invested too much money on the software license for us not to use it.”

      Scooting back a few inches, I kick my feet onto the corner of my desk and lace my fingers behind my head. “I’m trying! But she doesn’t even understand the difference between right- and left-clicking. And she calls the mouse a ‘dillybopper.’”

      A giggle flutters from my companion.

      “If we fire her, we’ll look like the evil Northerners who deprived the beloved Velma of her livelihood.” I drop my head back and stare at the ceiling. “This is a nightmare.”

      “It’s not that bad. We need to keep things in perspective.”

      I level an incredulous stare at her. “Not that bad? How long will this practice survive if we continue to be the dumb Yankees who can’t keep their appointments straight? Or get patients’ names right? Or we’re so exhausted from doing our jobs plus half the things a competent receptionist and office manager would do that we sleepwalk through exams? It’s not fair to our patients that I’m sometimes thinking about the cotton swabs inventory when I should be focused on them.”

      Too late, I remember I’m talking to my boss. Her rapid blinks tell me she’s both surprised and dismayed by this information, and maybe I shouldn’t have admitted it at all. Sure, things are a lot more casual here, but every once in a while, she reminds me who owns this practice, and it isn’t me. I’m just the guy who orders the toilet paper.

      Before I can backtrack, she stands and says, “I’ll take care of Velma, I promise. I’ll talk to Rob and see if he has any ideas. Coping mechanisms.”

      I stifle a yawn. “M’kay.”

      “You look tired.” She states it like an unfortunate diagnosis.

      “So do you.”

      “My name’s on the sign out front, so I’m supposed to look tired.”

      “It’ll get better. At least we have patients. I was afraid nobody would want to bring their kids to the Yankees.”

      “Lookie-loos, most of them,” she says, playing with the tail of her French braid.

      “Hey, who cares how we get them in the door? As long as we provide the best care—”

      “And don’t call little girls ‘Boris’…”

      I laugh. “And that.” Relocating the optimism that brought me here in the first place takes a level of energy I don’t think I have, but I manage to muster it. “It’ll be okay. I’d say we’re doing well, considering we only opened three months ago.”

      She nods distractedly then claps her hands together once and stands. “Two things for tomorrow, then.”

      Returning my feet to the floor, I grab a pen and scramble for the cube of sticky notes next to my computer monitor. “I’m ready.”

      “No need to write it down.”

      She underestimates my exhaustion.

      Instead of saying as much and deepening her apparent guilt, I simply tap the pen against my cheek (partly to keep myself awake) while she continues, “I’ll speak to Velma about… things. Wearing her reading glasses while setting appointments and printing the names will be a good start. And you…”

      I wait.

      She smiles. “Take tomorrow off and enjoy a long weekend.”

      The pen falls from my hand and skitters across the paper-strewn desk. “But—”

      Shaking her head, she interrupts, “Nope. Not negotiable. We don’t have anything close to a full load between the two of us, so I can handle it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Would I be saying this if I wasn’t sure?”

      “You seem sure.”

      “Then get out of here.”

      I glance at the clock on my computer, which confirms it’s only three o’clock.

      As if reading my mind, she narrows her eyes at me. “I’m perfectly aware what time it is. And if I remember parenting a toddler well enough, a certain chubby-cheeked cherub will probably be waking up from her afternoon nap and would love to spend some extra time with her daddy.”

      I shut down my PC, straighten the chaos on my desk into somewhat less messy piles, and grab my coffee mug to take to the kitchen.

      She smiles smugly after me and calls, “I knew that would seal the deal! See you Monday!”
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      Juicy air slams into me as soon as I slide open the glass door to exit the clinic’s kitchen and step onto the wooden deck off the back of the structure. Technically, we’re too far away from the coast to smell the ocean—or so I’ve been told—but I swear the breeze carries the scent of salt and fish. I like it. Every whiff stirs excitement and elation, akin to that first-day-of-summer-vacation sensation. It reminds me we’re not in Wisconsin anymore. We’re strangers in a strange land, far away from everything and nearly everyone familiar to us. That means we’re also far away from our past problems.

      Still. The weight of the air is something I haven’t yet grown accustomed to. Even now, in early October, it feels more like an early summer day back home. I exhale audibly and mutter, “Gross,” while trotting down the stairs that lead to the gravel parking area. As I round the bottom of the steps, movement from across the sun-bleached rocks grabs my attention. Plate of cookies in one hand, I shield my eyes with the other and, squinting, spy the advancing figure of Dr. Rob Jacobson, the practice’s former owner… and Dr. Reitman’s current boyfriend.

      It’s not as awkward or weird as it sounds.

      Well, sometimes it is.

      “Bustin’ out early?” he asks me lightly in his slow drawl, punctuating it with a friendly smile and propping one foot on the bottom step.

      “Doctor’s orders,” I reply, blotting my upper lip. “I thought it was out of concern for her overworked employee, but now I see she may have had an ulterior motive for getting rid of me.”

      Rob’s laugh rumbles deep and loud. Instead of outright denying an afternoon rendezvous with my boss, he simply says, “I wish,” which makes me wish I hadn’t joked about it, since his tone elicits psyche-damaging flashbacks of walking in on my parents last year.

      He either doesn’t notice my gag/shiver or chooses not to ask about it. “Pat has no idea I’m here. She called me about five minutes ago and asked if we could go to supper tonight so she could discuss something about the practice with me—any idea what that could be?”

      “Uh, possibly.”

      Fortunately, he doesn’t ask for me to elaborate. “I was in the neighborhood when she called, so I figured, why the heck not swing by and talk about it now? That way, we can skip the shop talk over supper. It’s bad for digestion.”

      I shift the plate to my other arm and edge into the shade. “Good luck with that, then.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      With a faint chuckle, I shake my head and hit the button on my key fob to unlock my car. “I’m not saying anything. That’s on her to-do list.”

      He shrugs. “All right. I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.”

      “That you will. Have a nice evening.”

      “You too, now.”

      His shoes swoosh and thump against the wood overhead as he finishes the climb and arrives at the top of the stairs. “Knock, knock,” I hear him both say and do, tapping his knuckle against the glass door. “Did somebody call for a doctor?” A gleeful giggle accompanies the swish of the sliding door.

      Dr. Reitman’s reply is inaudible as I sit behind the wheel of my stifling car, close the door, and push the power button to start the vehicle.

      I breathe through my mouth to try to draw enough oxygen from the stale air blowing through the vents into my face. I’ll be home before the air conditioning truly kicks in, so I lower all four windows for the five-minute commute.

      I’m not surprised when I arrive home to a quiet house. Depositing the melting cookies in the refrigerator to recover from their sweltering transport, I tiptoe up the stairs to the bedrooms. Georgia’s door’s still closed, and Betty’s sacked out in the middle of our bed, limbs spread like Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man.

      As quietly as possible, I shower off the day’s germs. When I emerge from the bathroom, clad only in a towel, and see Betty hasn’t moved an inch, I tiptoe toward her, grinning in anticipation. Slowly, I lower myself onto the bed, one of my knees between her legs, my hands on either side of her shoulders. The equal weight distribution results in minimal mattress movement. Still, I hold my breath and look down into her peaceful face, hoping she’s not going to suddenly wake up and do something like knee me in the crotch.

      I gently press my lips to her forehead, then trail kisses down the side of her face, until I arrive at her slightly parted lips. Eyes still closed, she returns my kiss, bringing her arms up to my shoulders and joining her hands behind my neck.

      “Mmm,” she half-moans, half-murmurs when I pull back a few seconds later. “Hi there, Nathaniel.”

      “How’d you know it was me?” I whisper playfully next to her ear.

      “Who says I did? I was actually hoping it was the guy I was dreaming about.”

      “Nice.”

      “Kidding! I know how you taste.” Dropping one of her hands, she reaches down and grabs me between my legs. I gasp but hold my position. “I’m extremely familiar with the contours of this guy, too.”

      “You think you’re so clever, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re right; you are.” I grind against her hand.

      She exposes her neck to my kisses but tenses. “What time is it? Did I oversleep? We’ll never get Georgia to bed at a decent time if—”

      “Shh, don’t worry about it. I’m home early. And I’ve been ordered to take a long weekend.” I slide my hand up her shirt and cup her warm, rounded tummy against my palm.

      Rubbing her hands against my chest, she murmurs, “Mmm… A long weekend, huh? Why? What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing.” My kisses trail lower, until her pesky shirt gets in the way. I tug at it to give her the hint to take it off, then look down into her eyes.

      Not moving, she holds my eye contact. “If nothing was wrong, you’d be too busy to take a long weekend.”

      “Everything’s fine. Just go with it.”

      “Not my forte.”

      “But good things tend to happen when you do. Remember Atlanta?”

      She squints, as if trying to recall. “Vaguely.”

      “That turned out nice, right?”

      “Eventually. I suppose.”

      Sick of waiting for her, I push up her tank and see she’s not wearing a bra underneath. Delighted, I take in the sight of her while she finishes undressing and tosses her clothes to the floor.

      “This long weekend thing works out nicely,” she says while my fingers roam her naked curves. “I’ve been promising Georgia we’ll go to story time at the library, but I’m too tired to tackle it on my own.”

      I kiss a line from her belly to her breasts.

      “And I hear there’s a farmer’s market downtown—or what passes for downtown in this place—on Friday evenings and Saturday mornings.”

      My lips trace higher while she babbles about a dog bakery and popping into the local hardware store for new drawer and cabinet pulls to replace the outdated ones in the kitchen. Mouth against her neck, I say, “Betts.”

      “Huh?”

      “Shut up.”

      Her throat vibrates with something like a laugh but much sexier. “Well, what are you waiting for, Nathaniel? Take off your towel and take me.”
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      After a power nap, I practically skip downstairs to find our usual Friday night meal spread out on a large plate on the coffee table. The olives, meat, cheese, hummus, crackers, bruschetta, and fruit beckon, and my stomach yowls its approval.

      Betty releases Georgia from her booster seat at the dining table. Our daughter’s face, still damp and rosy from its after-dinner washing, lights up when she sees me. “Daddy!”

      “Hey, George! Did you eat without me?” On my way to the fridge to grab a beer for me and some water for the pregnant lady, I snag the divided plastic plate from the table and inspect what’s left of its contents, smeared across the cast of Inside Out. “Green beans and…?” That’s all I can ascertain. The girl is a loyal member of the Clean Plate Club.

      “Chicken, applesauce, and red potatoes,” Betty says, lowering herself to the floor next to the coffee table and loading her own plate while protecting the serving platter from the toddler’s curious hands.

      I set Georgia’s dirty dish in the sink to deal with later. “A real feast.”

      Georgia waddles over and hugs my legs. Before my heart can melt too much, she demands, “Cookie!”

      I coax a “Pwease” from her, then hand her a bite-sized ginger snap from the jar on the counter. She sits on the floor to devour it while I retrieve what I originally came in here for and join Betty in the living room, handing down her water and setting my beer out of her eye line.

      “I can still smell it,” she states around a mouthful of prosciutto.

      “Sorry,” I say half-heartedly while fixing my plate and settling on the floor across the narrow table from her.

      “Most annoying craving ever.”

      “You want a tiny sip?”

      “No!”

      “A tiny sip isn’t going to hurt anything, but it might satisfy your taste for it.”

      “I want to guzzle the whole thing.”

      “Okay.”

      She slaps my hand hard enough for me to almost drop my food.

      “Hey! I’m just saying. As long as you don’t guzzle one a day…”

      “Alcohol shall not pass these lips.”

      “Then stop whining, and let me enjoy my beer.” To prove I’m half-kidding, I rise on my knees, lean over the table, and kiss her lips. “Mmm. You taste delicious.”

      “You’ve already said that a few times today.”

      “Can’t say it enough.”

      Without warning, something hard hits me in the temple. “Ow!” I flinch away from the assault and glare at Georgia, who bangs her weapon of choice—a sippy cup—on the floor.

      “My mommy!” she says sweetly but firmly, cuddling up to Betty’s arm.

      “Georgia Louise! It’s not nice to hit,” Betty scolds, nevertheless rewarding my abuser by pulling her into her lap and planting a kiss on her cheek. “Tell your daddy you’re sorry.”

      “Sawee!” The two-year-old sounds about as sincere as I did responding to Betty’s complaints about my fragrant beer. Sometimes karma is swift.

      I roll my eyes but accept her lame apology as she toddles to the corner where we try to contain most of her toys.

      Betty leans back and fans herself while trying not to laugh.

      “Real funny,” I grumble, palpating the lump on my head.

      “Oh, don’t be such a wuss.”

      “I’m not being a wuss! It hurt! And you’re not going to laugh if she does that when she thinks her younger brother or sister is getting too much attention. We need to nip that behavior in the bud.”

      Betty covers her full mouth with her hand and says, “Fine, fine. You’re right.”

      “Darn right I’m right.”

      “You do realize you sound like Barney Fife right now, don’t you?”

      I pop an olive into my mouth and chew, deciding not to respond to such a ridiculous—yet accurate—observation. Instead, after a few bites of meat and cheese and a drink to wash them down, I blow a beer-scented burp her way.

      She laughs. “You’re such a…”

      Smirking, I ask, “What? What am I?”

      “I can’t say it because there’s a child in the room. But it rhymes with ‘lick.’”

      I wiggle my eyebrows at her. “I’ll lick you later.”

      “You wish.”

      Ensuring the daddy-beater is still preoccupied, I scoot around the end of the table, closer to Betty, and brush my lips against her smile. “Here. The taste of beer with no guilt,” I murmur before kissing her deeply.

      She holds onto my shoulders and returns the kiss, then pulls her head back suddenly. “Oh, gosh.” Scrambling to her feet, she says, “I’m going to throw up,” and runs to the nearest bathroom, where, with no time to close the door, she retches loudly.

      I try not to take it personally.

      Georgia looks up from her toys and toward the horrible noise. She tilts her head at me. “Mommy?” When she tries to run that way, I intercept her with an arm around the waist.

      “She’ll be okay. Her tummy hurts. Stay here with me.”

      For once, she doesn’t object—even a toddler knows it’s best to keep her distance in this situation—but resumes playing when I set her on her feet.

      Nauseated myself now, I wipe my mouth and pack up the food, which I quickly wrap and store in the refrigerator before Betty returns.

      When she does, however, she says, “Hey! Where’d my dinner go?”

      I blink at her. “In the fridge.”

      “Why? I wasn’t finished.”

      “I… I thought… You were…”

      She stomps past me. “So? I do that about three times a day. If anything, I’m hungrier now that my stomach’s empty.” Opening the fridge, she slides out the platter, unwraps it, and starts eating right there, standing up, eyes closed with rapture after she pops a piece of smoky Gouda into her mouth.

      I’m not sure whether to be turned on or disgusted. Turned on is winning. But barely. And only because there may be something seriously wrong with me.

      She holds the plate out to me and says after swallowing, “You want more of this?”

      Yes. Yes, I do. Right here on the kitchen floor. But the kid’s still around. And I’m worried you’ll puke again.

      I kiss her temple on the way to the sink. “Nah. I’m finished.” When I pour out the rest of my beer, Betty whimpers.

      Ignoring her Homer Simpsonesque noises, I say, “Velma made us some cookies.”

      “Cookies!” Georgia comes running at one of her favorite words.

      I laugh and set my bottle in the glass recycling bin, then swoop the toddler into my arms. “You need a bath, George.”

      Betty continues eating, alternating olive, meat, cheese, and bread dipped in hummus. About the receptionist, she says, “She’s so sweet!” After re-wrapping the platter and putting it into the refrigerator for good this time, she leans with her back against the appliance to wait for my agreement.

      “Yeah. She’s… great.” I exit the kitchen with Georgia, hoping to end the conversation there.

      Betty follows me down the hallway and leans in the doorway as I turn on the taps, adjust the water temperature, and deposit the toddler on the floor to strip off her clothes while the tub fills.

      “So, there is something wrong.”

      “Huh? Who says that?”

      “The way you said, ‘She’s [pause, pause, pause] great,’ like you considered about a hundred other words first, none of which are nice.”

      “I don’t have anything more to add. She is great.”

      “But?”

      I glance at her over my shoulder. “But nothing. Can you hand me a towel and a wash cloth?” With a final test of the water against my wrist, I turn off the faucet and plunk Georgia onto her slip-free bath mat, where she splashes gleefully. A few bath toys join her, to keep things interesting.

      Betty delivers the linens I requested, along with a pointed glare. “Mm-hm. Something’s up, but you’re not telling me, and that worries me more.”

      “You shouldn’t worry. That shit’s not good for the baby.”

      “Shit!” Georgia parrots.

      Betty and I freeze and stare at one another, horrified. Before either one of us scolds the toddler, I shake my head tersely at my wife and mouth, “Sorry!” then clear my throat and tap my forefinger against Georgia’s rosebud lips. “Oopsie! That’s not a nice word, George.”

      “Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!” she replies, punctuating each syllable with a splashy slap against the water’s surface.

      “No, no!” I’m a bit more animated now when I cover the whole lower half of her face with my wet palm to stem the flow of verbal excrement.

      She shakes her head and struggles against me. To prevent injury, I let go and hang my head while we wait for the profane concert to end.

      When it finally does, Betty sighs and mutters, “Way to go. Let’s hope she gets sick of that word before we go out in public.”

      I’m about as optimistic of that as I am that Betty’s going to stop trying to figure out what my problem is.
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      Just as I thought, that wasn’t even close to the end of that topic. My wife tried to lead me to believe it was, though. She’s tricky like that.

      After we settled Georgia in bed, Betty turned on one of her ghastly British detective shows; I crammed my earbuds in and watched an assortment of TED Talks on my phone. We sat side-by-side on the couch like that for a couple of hours, hips grazing, feet rubbing against each other from their propped-up positions on the coffee table in front of us, Reba snoring softly on top of the nearby air conditioning vent.

      Bedtime rolled around, and without a word, Betty clicked off the TV, I pocketed my phone, and we performed out nightly routine. She put out the dog. I loaded the straggling cups and dishes into the dishwasher and started it. She let the dog back in. I checked the door locks and set the alarm. We peeked in on Georgia together, quietly chuckling at her ridiculous pose and drooling mouth before pulling her blanket more fully over her Buddha body, bursting from her pajama tee and diaper-bulging boy shorts.

      Now, in the bathroom, with both of our toothbrushes working furiously, I sneak sly glances at Betty in the mirror, marveling that someone like her would commit to someone like me for eternity. Not only that, but that she would want to produce children with me as an open acknowledgment of our commitment.

      My eyes fill, but I pretend it’s the minty toothpaste stinging my sinuses, and I lower my head to spit out the foam, blinking away my emotions.

      Male PMS. It’s a thing. The letters may stand for something different (I propose, Passionate Man Sappiness), but it definitely exists. Don’t let macho guys tell you otherwise.

      Betty interrupts my composure-gathering by nudging me slightly aside so she can spit, too. While rinsing her brush, she asks, “What’s the deal at work?”

      I keep my eyes down, like what I’m doing requires all my concentration. She drops her toothbrush into the holder, steps back, and crosses her arms over her chest, waiting for me to answer.

      With the utmost care, I slide my brush into its usual slot and answer diplomatically, “It’s an adjustment, that’s all.”

      “How so?”

      I rest my hip against the edge of the sink, prop my elbow in my hand, and rub my chin. When I can’t think of a way to elaborate without segueing into a full-blown rant, I lift my left shoulder slightly. “I don’t know. My role isn’t exactly what I imagined it would be.”

      “How so?”

      I sigh and drop my arms, edging past her to get to the door. “Please stop asking that.”

      “I’m trying to understand!”

      “There’s nothing you can do about it, so what’s the point in me complaining about it?”

      Following close behind me, she asks, “How many times do we have to have this conversation, Nathaniel? It doesn’t matter if I can or can’t do anything; I still want to know. I need to know. I deserve to know.” She throws back the covers on the bed and slides in.

      I plug in my cell phone for overnight charging and check the alarm on it one more time. “There’s nothing to know.”

      Legs straight out in front of her, she remains sitting, worrying the edge of the blankets pulled tightly across her abdomen. “You’re shutting me out, and it’s freaking me out. I have nobody here but you and Georgia.”

      “You have Dr. Reitman.”

      “No, you have Dr. Reitman. Do I know her? Yes. Are we friendly? Sure, when we see each other, which is rare. Are we best buddies? No. She’s my husband’s boss. And right now, I have a hunch she’s part of the problem.”

      Shaking my head, I get into my side of the bed and turn off the lamp on my bedside table, then lie on my back, staring at the ceiling. “Dr. Reitman and I are getting along better than ever.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “We are! As a matter of fact, a couple of weeks ago, she offered to babysit Georgia for us so the two of us could go out every once in a while. I told her I’d talk to you and get back to her, but I keep forgetting. Would this Saturday work?”

      She flicks my head through my hair. “Stop trying to change the subject!”

      I laugh. “How is that changing the subject? You brought up Dr. Reitman and hypothesized that she was upsetting me; I provided proof that everything is, in fact, dandy on that front.”

      She flounces onto her side, facing away from me, reaching up to turn off her lamp and plunging us into darkness. “You’re hopeless.”

      I scoot behind her and curl myself around her, cupping her breast. “C’mon, Betts.”

      She lifts my hand by one finger and flings it away. “Get your grubby mitts off me.”

      “You didn’t seem to mind what my grubby mitts were doing a couple of hours ago.”

      “That’s not going to work this time. You get nothing until you tell me what’s going on at work.”

      “Fine!” I flop onto my back and run my hand through my hair. Taking a second to organize my thoughts, I finally say, “We’re having some issues with Velma.”

      She rolls and stares at my profile. “I knew it! Like, what kind of issues? She seems so nice every time I talk to her or see her.”

      I swallow my guilt. “She is nice. She’s like everyone’s favorite grandma.”

      “So?”

      “It’s not a personality thing, necessarily. It’s… I don’t want to work with my grandma.”

      Releasing a tiny gasp, she whispers, mock-horrified, “That’s ageist! And anyway, aren’t your grandmas all dead?”

      “It has nothing to do with her age. She’s not much older than Beulah.” I groan wistfully. “Oh, Beulah. What I wouldn’t give to have that woman running the office here.”

      “In what ways is Velma falling short?”

      “In what ways isn’t she? My grandmothers are all dead. And probably still more willing to learn how to use a computer. Velma refuses.”

      “So she’s a little technophobic.”

      “The coffeemaker, Betts?”

      She giggles and flips fully on her side, cuddling up to my shoulder.

      This is an improvement. Keep talking, Bingham.

      As inconspicuously as possible, I drop my arm and press my hand against her lower back, drawing her more tightly to me. “We can’t read her handwriting, which is an issue, considering she won’t use the computer. And if she were any good at keeping track of the appointments in the book, that might be a different story, but she consistently puts people down on the wrong day or at the wrong time. Then they show up at the agreed-upon time, but according to the book, they’re not supposed to be there until the next day or sometimes the next week. And in many cases, someone else is scheduled at the time they thought was theirs.”

      Betty snorts.

      “It’s not funny. It’s unprofessional!”

      She pats my chest. “Okay, okay. Shhh…”

      “It’s frustrating, that’s all.”

      “Have you sat down with her and shown her the software, step by step?”

      “Yes. Disastrous.”

      “But you’re such a good, patient teacher. I’m surprised she didn’t get it in a snap.”

      I pause, trying to detect sarcasm in her tone.

      “I’m serious,” she says, petting me. “You taught me how to drive your crazy spaceship car without killing us, remember?”

      “Velma’s not interested. Her answer to learning anything new is, ‘You’re so much better at it; you should do it.’”

      “Yikes.”

      I sigh. “And I’ll admit there are other things at work that may be rubbing my nerves the wrong way. I don’t particularly like being in charge of ordering supplies, and it’s frustrating that I don’t have as much authority in this state as I did in Wisconsin. So I may not be as easygoing as usual.”

      “Since when have you been easygoing?”

      “Uh… compared to you, I’m chill.”

      “Shut up. Back to Velma…”

      Relieved I don’t have to go into the things at home that are putting me on edge, I say, “We can’t fire her.”

      “Nooooo. You can’t do that.”

      “She seems to have no plans whatsoever to retire, though.”

      “Bummer.”

      “And we don’t want to do or say anything to make her want to quit, either. That’s not us.” I kiss the top of Betty’s head and say into her hair, “So we’re stuck.”

      She traces her finger absentmindedly along the underside of my pec through my t-shirt and says sleepily, “That sucks, hon. I’m sorry.” Her hand stills and falls to rest over my heart.

      “I thought moving here would solve all our problems. I’ve simply exchanged young ones for old ones. Exit Dr. Douche; enter Grandma Moses.” When my (admittedly lame) joke doesn’t get so much as a titter, I tilt my chin down. All I see of Betty’s eyes are her lids, her lashes resting against her cheeks. Her deep, measured breathing, coupled with her departure from the conversation, tell me she’s asleep.

      It’s just as well. I don’t want to talk or think about this anymore. And having sex twice in one night would be pushing it (no pun intended) for this guy. I’m not in my twenties anymore. That much is painfully obvious on a daily basis.
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      For the first time—ever—I’ve failed to find the perfect pastel-covered book at the library for my next read. Nothing appeals. The new trend in covers appears to be glossy photos of half-dressed, almost-kissing couples. Or worse, merely word art. Blech. I hate to be so shallow, but neither of those appeals.

      Anyway, we all do it. Whether it’s literally judging a book by its cover or, more figuratively, assuming things about people based on their clothes, accent, hair, hometown, or the car they drive, we rely on stereotypes to give our lazy brains a shortcut to figuring out the world around us.

      With books, I need vector art to lure me to a story. And with people, I’ve always gotten the impression—however wrong—that anyone with a Southern accent sounds less than educated. There’s something about the consistent dropping of g’s from the end of words that sounds apathetic. And apathetic equals stupid, right? No. Obviously not. I’m simply trying to explain (not justify) my Yankee prejudices.

      The people here are equally as ignorant of me, although I don’t imagine any of them make unflattering judgments about my intelligence based on what Velma calls my “Dutchy” accent. That is an incorrect assumption about my ancestry, however. My family hails from Norway, England, Sweden (and eventually Canada), thank you very much, not Holland. Big difference. I think. Anyway.

      The point is, I moved here with a dangerous set of stereotypes rattling around in my head about my new neighbors, thanks to pop culture. What I thought I knew about this area of the country was mostly cobbled together from books like To Kill a Mockingbird (not even the same region, much less state, but when you’re from Wisconsin, the South is all the South, right?); movies like Steel Magnolias, The Help, and A Time to Kill; TV characters like Frank Underwood on House of Cards; and reality shows like Honey Boo-Boo.

      Awful, right? But it’s not my fault this region has a serious PR problem. I’m as much a victim of this misleading characterization as the people I prematurely judge based on it. This area has somehow become the whipping boy of the United States. And the people who live here seem to take weird pride in that.

      I can’t figure it out. So I’ve stopped trying. And I’ve made a more conscious effort to approach each new encounter and experience with as few preconceptions as possible. It’s not easy, and I often fail, but it’s helped with patients and their parents, so I’m counting on it to help in my personal life, too.

      It’s a no-go with reading material, though. I can’t seem to get excited about a book that screams its title at me and nothing else, like a socially inept toddler. I already live with one of those. So I walk away from the shelves empty-handed to join the rest of my family at story time in the children’s section.

      On the floor, I pull Georgia into my lap and focus on the animated performance of the librarian at the front of the room. I’ve never heard Where the Wild Things Are recited quite like this (“Lyeet the wahld rumpus stahrt!”), but it’s entertaining. And Georgia doesn’t care. She loves it. In fact, she’ll probably learn to talk with a drawl befitting of her name.

      Oh, geez.

      No, that’s okay. My brother will have a field day with that, but screw him. I’d much rather my daughter have a bit of a twang to her speech patterns than have her eat, sleep, and breathe football. That is, if I had to choose.

      I look down at her, settled in the nest made by my crossed legs as we sit on the shaggy rug with a dozen other kids and their parents. She’s enthralled, her jaw slack as she listens to the hypnotic cadence of the storyteller. Taking her cues from the older kids around us, she occasionally claps her hands or kicks her feet when the other children react to a particularly exciting part of the story.

      At the end of the book, she joins the chant of “More, more!” and “Again, again!” but the librarian, whose name tag declares her to be Gwendolyn, simply laughs and says, “Now, y’all! It’s time to pick your own books to take home and read!”

      This launches the junior attendees into motion. They tug impatiently on the hands of parents who don’t have the agility to hop from the floor to their feet in one easy motion, and they implore, “Hurry up! We gotta find the good books before they’re all gone!” They spout the characters’ strange names like they’re best friends. “Let’s find Caillou!”

      Betty lifts Georgia from my lap, then kindly averts her eyes as I less-than-gracefully stand after sitting in the same position for too long. I tap the circulation into my sleeping right foot and say, “Well, George, what’s it gonna be?”

      “Cord’roy!” she immediately replies with a toothy grin up at me.

      “We have Corduroy at home, though. Let’s find something new.”

      “Cord’roy!”

      Betty tilts her head and smiles. “This oughta be fun.”

      Not ready to give up yet, I grab a display book from one of the low shelves nearby. “How about this one? It’s about a bear, too. But we’ve never read it.”

      “Cord’roy!”

      Her volume is decidedly louder than the typical “library” range, so I kneel down and say quietly, close to her face, “Okay, okay. Shhh. We’ll find Corduroy. And some new friends, too.”

      “Hi, there!” comes from above us.

      “Hello,” Betty replies with an embarrassed smile.

      I stand at my full height, coming face-to-face with the perky Gwendolyn. “Oh, hey.”

      “Did I hear that someone wants to take home a copy of Corduroy?”

      “Pretty sure they heard that a hundred miles away in Charleston,” I mumble, rubbing the back of my neck.

      Betty laughs. “Yeah. Sorry about the noise.”

      “What? Oh, heavens no!” the librarian says with a gentle swat to Betty’s arm. “We’re not bothered by happy voices, especially in this part of the building. We love ’em! Means someone’s excited about readin’!” She lowers herself to Georgia’s level. “Hi, I’m Gwen. What’s your name?”

      Georgia buries her face in my knees.

      “Georgia,” Betty and I supply at the same time, then chuckle nervously. To give myself something to do, I lift our daughter into my arms and hold her against my side. She transfers her face to my neck.

      Gwen rises. “Well, Georgia, that’s a pretty name. And I have some great news for you. I saw Corduroy this morning, when I was puttin’ him back on the shelf. Let’s go grab him for you.”

      This prompts Georgia to look up and kick her feet, almost tagging me in my beanbag. “Down, pwease!”

      I gladly set her on her feet and watch her run to keep up with her literary guide. Betty and I follow closely behind, linking hands and smiling proudly at our budding bibliophile.

      Could we be any cuter? We’re like the perfect family in a literacy ad.

      When we catch up to the two G’s, the librarian is peering at the spines on the shelf and rubbing her lower lip, her forehead crinkled. “Hmm… It was right here. I shelved it myself.”

      “Cord’roy!”

      Distracted, Gwen smiles. “That’s right, Sugar. Your buddy is…” She trails off and frowns. “Oh, dear. It looks like…” Turning to us, she winces and mouths, “It’s checked out again.”

      Dread spreads through my abdomen and climbs my ribcage to my breastbone. Foreseeing an ugly scene, I pick up Georgia, who wriggles in my arms and yells, “Cord’roy!”

      My tone remains light. “He’s playing hide and seek today, but I have an idea where he might be.” Close to her ear, I whisper, “He’s at home, waiting for you.”

      She pulls her head away from my lips and gives me the clearest, Bitch, please, look I’ve ever seen from a kid her age—but one that I’ve received from her mother more times than I care to count. And always before some major unpleasantness. This time is no different.

      “I. Yaunt. Cord’roy!”

      “Yep. I get it, baby girl, but—”

      “Not baby guhl! Cord’roy!”

      Gwen edges away from us. “I’ll, uh, leave you guys to…” Obviously at a loss for how to finish that, she points to the circulation desk. “I’ll be right over there if you need anything else.”

      I need flippin’ Corduroy, lady. What kind of library only has one copy of that classic? Huh? HUH?

      Instead of yelling that, I smile tightly and blink against the baby blows falling on my shoulders. Betty takes charge, pulling Georgia away from me and saying, “Georgia Lou, that’s enough. Now, let’s pick some other books, or we’ll leave now, and you’ll go straight down for a nap when we get home.”

      “Cord’roy!” she wails.

      I blow a sigh through my lips and try to pretend I don’t care that everyone is staring at us. Like their kids have never had public meltdowns over a book about a teddy bear. I chance a peek at another dad openly gaping at us and shoot him a sheepish half-smile. He turns away from me to say something to his perfectly behaved sundress-clad princess. Probably telling her, “If you evuh act like that, Little Miss, I’ll cut you out of the will. With God as my witness.” (Or something. For some reason, he talks like Scarlett O’Hara in my head. So much for abandoning those stereotypes.)

      “Okay, let’s go,” I say to Betty.

      “We can’t carry her through the whole library like this,” she hisses back at me. “She’s hysterical.”

      “Well, take her into the bathroom, then.”

      “They’re by the doors. We might as well leave, at that point.”

      “Let’s do it, then.”

      “This is humiliating.”

      “She’ll calm down in a second.”

      “I YAUNT CORD’ROY! I YAUNT CORD’ROY!”

      Desperate to end the nightmare, I snatch Georgia from her mother, toss her over my shoulder like a sack of fertilizer, and, red-faced and sweating, haul ass for the exit.

      Just as I think we’re home free, pushing through the doors to the parking lot, Georgia bellows a parting “Shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit!” behind us.

      There goes the neighborhood.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After several minutes of howling, our demanding diva has finally exhausted herself and is sleeping the comatose slumber of the tear-drained indignant. Last I checked, Betty was face down on our bed with a pillow clamped over her head. Too suffocating for me, so I adjourned to the back yard.

      Now, it’s probably safe to go back inside, but I’m rather enjoying myself in a masochistic way, out here on the stamped patio, cooking in the late-morning sun… with a beer. It’s beer o’clock somewhere. Hell, when you’re the parent of a two-year-old, it’s always beer o’clock.

      Nobody informed my next-door neighbor of that. He keeps sneaking not-so-sly glances my way while he skims bugs from his pool. But that’s okay. If he doesn’t object to me drinking before noon, I won’t ask him to stop tossing the stuff he lifts from the surface of his swimming pool over the fence into my yard, as if I’m not right here. Maybe he thinks I’m too drunk to care.

      Eventually, he sets down his skimming pole and calls over to me, “You’re makin’ me mighty jealous over there, Bubba.”

      I glance over my shoulder to ensure he’s talking to
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