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Louis MacNeice - Prayer before
Birth



I am not yet born; O hear me.

Let not the bloodsucking bat or the rat or the stoat or the

club-footed ghoul come near me.



I am not yet born, console me.

I fear that the human race may with tall walls wall me,

with strong drugs dope me, with wise lies lure me,

on black racks rack me, in blood-baths roll me.



I am not yet born; provide me

With water to dandle me, grass to grow for me, trees to talk

to me, sky to sing to me, birds and a white light

in the back of my mind to guide me.



I am not yet born; forgive me

For the sins that in me the world shall commit, my words

when they speak me, my thoughts when they think me,

my treason engendered by traitors beyond me,

my life when they murder by means of my

hands, my death when they live me.



I am not yet born; rehearse me

In the parts I must play and the cues I must take when

old men lecture me, bureaucrats hector me, mountains

frown at me, lovers laugh at me, the white

waves call me to folly and the desert calls

me to doom and the beggar refuses

my gift and my children curse me.



I am not yet born; O hear me,

Let not the man who is beast or who thinks he is God

come near me.



I am not yet born; O fill me

With strength against those who would freeze my

humanity, would dragoon me into a lethal automaton,

would make me a cog in a machine, a thing with

one face, a thing, and against all those

who would dissipate my entirety, would

blow me like thistledown hither and

thither or hither and thither

like water held in the

hands would spill me.



Let them not make me a stone and let them not spill me.



Otherwise kill me.


Chapter 1

 


Billy



Darkness. No light filtering in, just a
heavy blackness so that you have to feel your way around. Nothing
to do, just closed up in
this confined space. It smells kind of musty. The noise is
continuous. Whoever said it was silent in the dark?  It’s like
some sort of sound chamber where you can test out different music
systems and check for the sound quality. The noises and sounds come
from all over, penetrating my thoughts, preventing me from sleep.
Ticks, beats, gurgles, whooshing. Life in surround
sound.

And then I hear it, the noise I dread the
most. Arguing, shouting, fighting. Muffled sounds still loud enough
to enter my space and invade my ears.  I am protected in my
sound chamber. I know that I am safe, but still I feel my heart
beats faster as the muffled sounds escalate outside my sanctum. My
muscles tense, I am ready to hit back and defend myself if
attacked.

Footsteps, I hear a door slam and a car
start up in the drive. My world is shaken as the sobbing starts. I
wish I could offer some comfort, but I don’t know how, trapped as I
am in this dark cave of mine. I reach out, but I can't touch
them.  There is a barrier keeping me locked in my space. 
Pulling on the cord will not release me.  I have tried that
before.  A momentary feeling of panic before I brace myself
for what I know is going to come. I close my eyes and push my feet
against the wall to stop myself from being thrown around my
chamber, as the punches start.





Chapter 2

 


Carly



“Why? Why? Why?” Carly shouted as she
punched her swollen
belly. “Why did I get pregnant?” Carly turned sideways and looked
at herself in the hall mirror. “My figure, gone! Fucking gone!”
Carly gave her rounded belly another punch before collapsing to the
ground in a heap.

There was nothing she could do. The baby
was planned. It’s not like it was an accident or something. They
met at a twenty first-birthday party and didn’t wait long before
slipping away from the rest of the party and heading off into the
bushes. Sex, should have just stayed as sex, but no, she had to go
all the way and get married. Luckily, the bastard was away most of
the time, fighting for God and America and who knows what else. She
could have continued stripping, making extra cash, no worries. Then
he came back from Kuwait and wanted a baby.

Carly wiped her tear-streaked face on the
sleeve of her over-sized sweatshirt. She could have said no. She
should have said no. She should have told him about the others.
Hell, life as an army bride was lonely. She was too young to be
alone. But, now he was back, and she was pregnant. He expected her
to be a one-man woman. But the excitement, the mad adrenalin rush
when you slept with another man in your husband’s bed, was too
mind-blowingly awesome to ever stop. And now, some of her regular
lovers were put off by the pregnancy. “Damn!” she punched her belly
one last time before getting up to her feet and walking across the
hall to the little bathroom where she splashed water on her face.

“Maybe I should stop with the others until this thing is out,”
mumbled Carly, subconsciously running her fingers through her hair
as she stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror.  She
noticed that her face seemed to be getting rounder, and there was
just the slightest hint of a double-chin appearing. “He wants this
damn thing, he can have it. Then I can have my life back again.
That’s all I am, a fucking incubator!” Carly turned around when she
heard the front door slam.  Obviously, Chris had only driven
to the bottom of the driveway and then back again.  Carly
sighed.  He was so predictable. Maybe that was part of the
problem. It was always like this.  Every day there was a row
about something or other.  Her drinking alcohol when pregnant,
her flirting with his friends, her not bothering to cook for him,
the house always being a mess. When she thought about it, the list
was endless.  The marriage was obviously not going the way he
had planned either.  "Well tough, it's not like I'm exactly
having a fun time here!"  Carly washed her tear-streaked face
and took one last look at herself in the mirror.  "Hmm, should
I meet you with my sad depressed face, my fake smile or my 'I don't
give a fuck about you or what you think' face?" Sometimes, Carly
thought that life was all an act. A soap opera, where she was one
of the stars.



“Carly! Carly!” Chris called frantically as
he bumped into the side table next to the front door, “I’m sorry I
shouted and got so mad. I just want us to be a family.
I know you didn’t cheat on me.
Geez, I’m just a jealous bastard. I’m sorry, okay?” Chris held out
his arms for Carly as she stood in the doorway of the
bathroom.  She didn't walk over to him right away, decided to
make him sweat a little bit.  Carly folded her arms across her
breasts and tried to look nonchalant.  Her heart was beating
so hard when she saw the agonized look of pain on Chris's
face.  He always made her feel guilty with that
look.

Carly walked over to Chris, a tight smile
on her face, and lay her head on his strong chest. If only you
knew, she thought to
herself, feeling Chris get a hard on as she rubbed herself against
him. Men are just so predictable. An accidental touch to the groin
area, and they forget what they were arguing about.  Sex was
quite a useful tool. Carly gave a grim little smile.  In her
teenage years she'd learned all the different ways that sex could
be used to get what you want.  It could be used as a
distraction, for revenge, for power, to allay guilt and to persuade
someone to give you something that you want.  Of course, sex
could be for enjoyment as well.  Some say it's all to do with
love.  Carly didn't believe that for a minute.  Then
there was sex for procreation purposes.  Carly unfolded her
arms and rubbed her belly.

“Are you sure if we have sex now, we won’t
hurt the baby?” Chris whispered in Carly’s ear, as if he was afraid
the baby might hear his question.

“Maybe we shouldn’t,” whispered Carly back,
thinking that she hadn’t had time to shower yet after an early
morning visit from the marine next door when Chris was at the gym
working out. “I read somewhere that if we have sex this far into
the pregnancy, the baby will get brain damage. Something about the
penis pressing against the baby’s soft skull or something.” Carly
smirked, pleased with her creative lie. She wiped the smirk off her face when she
saw a flicker of disappointment quickly replaced with a smile of
understanding from Chris. The fact that Chris was so trusting, took
all the fun out of lying to him. It just made her feel bad
inside.

“It’s okay, Carly,” said Chris. “I’ll just
take a cold shower.   Friends?  Do you forgive me?”
He stared at Carly for a minute, waiting to see whether or not
she’d changed her mind. But Carly was already heading into the
kitchen to get herself a beer from the fridge.  The cold
liquid would be sure to cure all woes, and make her feel better for
conning Chris
again.  God, he was so fucking gullible, and so eager to
please.  Pathetic really, thought Carly as she held the cold
beer can against her cheek.

“You shouldn’t be drinking alcohol. It’s not
good for the baby,” muttered Chris over his shoulder as he headed
off to the shower.

Carly opened her beer and gave the finger
to Chris’s retreating
back. “Fucking righteous bastard,” she sneered softly as Chris shut
the bathroom door behind him.  “Who died and made him
God?  Just because he helped make a baby doesn’t give him the
right to control my life.  Bastard.”  Carly took a sip of
the beer and enjoyed the cool sensation of the golden liquid going
down her throat.  The truth was, she was tired of being
married, tired of being an Army wife and tired of being
pregnant.  “When this thing is out, I’m gone. History,” she
muttered taking a noisy slurp from the can of beer.

 


Chapter 3

 


Chris

 


Okay, I'm shallow.  I am attracted to
girls with long slim
legs, big tits and who are stunningly attractive.  I'm not
going to say that it's the eyes, the lovely smile or the
award-winning personality that does it for me.  For me, it's
always been the outside package.  Man, I just want all the
other guys to be jealous and look up to me and see what I've got
that they haven't got.  I was the one good enough to score a
fucking hot-looking chick.  Out of all the available men at
that wedding, and believe you me there were a lot, Carly chose
me.  She always said we met at a 21st birthday party, but I’m sure it was a wedding. It
was a military wedding so there were platoons of good-looking
fresh-faced young guys walking around with their bottles of beer
getting completely plastered.  A walking man-menu for a
delectable female to choose from.  Granted, I do work out and
I do believe that I am not too shabby myself.  You might think
that I'm full of myself, but I am just stating the facts. 
Women were few and far between at that wedding, not many hot ones
at all, and Carly - well, she stood out from the rest.  I
think I fell in love the minute she caught my eye and smiled and
flicked her long hair over her shoulder.  I knew then, at that
moment, that Carly was The One.

I think I started to feel myself getting a
hard on while I was just walking towards her, before any words had
even been exchanged.  I knew that I wanted her more than
anything.  And when she did speak, her sultry voice was so sexy, it twisted my
heart in knots.  God, she was so hot.  I knew for sure,
that I would love her and she'd cause me heartache, but I still
wanted her, if that makes any sense.  It was like, I had no
control of myself, and I can't remember much else about that
wedding.  My hormones took control of my brain. I introduced
myself, she said her name was Caroline but everybody called her
Carly.  She made the flowers in the garden seem more
beautiful, the sun shine brighter and the sky appear bluer. 
Talking to Carly helped me blot out the harsh realities of life as
a professional soldier.  We flirted.  We laughed. 
We went behind some bushes and coupled madly like rutting
dogs.  It was great.

I wanted to get married before my next assignment.  All my
friends were getting married and I didn't want to be left
behind.  It just seemed the right thing to do at the time and
I wanted to make sure that Carly was mine.  I’m not the kind
of guy that’s into sharing. I saw the way the other guys looked at
her, and I knew that when I went away again, she'd be stolen by
somebody else.  We got married and life was good.  When I
got back from Kuwait, we made the decision to have a baby and start
a family.  Then I got deployed to Panama and I sensed that
things had changed between us.  I'm not sure if she was bored
without me, but sometimes I didn't hear from her for days.  I
was stuck in Panama and completely helpless as there was no way I
could get hold of her.  You know how you panic and expect the
worst?  Well, I imagined she'd been murdered by a rapist and
was lying in a pile of dry blood slowly decomposing while I was on
deployment in Panama.  Eventually, I managed to contact her
friend who told me that Carly had left for a weekend with another
friend.  God, why doesn't she let me know these
things?

I could feel myself becoming more and more paranoid. 
Who was her other friend?  Why didn't she let me know where
she was and where she's going?  What was she hiding from
me?  When I spoke to her on the phone I tried to analyze every
little nuance, any little clue that she might be up to no
good.  God, I was becoming so suspicious, I hated myself for
that.  But, I loved Carly and was so looking forward to
becoming a dad.  You hear all these horror stories about
miscarriages and I was terrified she'd lose the baby.  I just
wish that she'd stop drinking, be more careful and be a little more
excited about the pregnancy.  That was the worst part of being
deployed.  You have no control over your loved ones back
home.  So even though you're married and have friends, the
anxiety makes you feel as if you are the loneliest person in the
world.

 



Chapter
4

 


Billy

 

Through the whooshes and gurgles, beats
and tics, I hear her voice.  It gives me comfort and
joy.  The words she utters are meaningless and I never pay
much attention to the content or what she's saying.  It's just
the sound of her voice that I feel so connected to.  Like, she
is me and I am her, but I know that I am me.  There are times
when I am suddenly afraid and it's only being able to hear the
melodious sound of her voice that calms me.

I am terrified of leaving my safe cave, my
haven.  I don't know what is on the other side of these
walls.  Instinctively, I know that my escape from my sanctum
is not going to be without pain, for both the woman with the soft
voice, and me. 
That is what frightens me.  The endless nightmare of not
knowing what lies ahead, and the realization that whatever it is,
it is not going to be particularly pleasant.  However, I feel
the connection between the woman and me, and I know that she'll be
there for me to help me through my life on the outside.  It's
that knowledge that makes me secure and gives me the confidence to
leave my sanctuary, my safe haven, my dark cave.

My movements are becoming
more restricted.  It is no
longer possible to stretch out and flex my muscles.  The truth
be told, it is getting a little cramped.  Thank goodness the
punches have stopped.  There no longer seems to be enough
fluid to protect me from the punches, and I was becoming terrified
that I was going to get hurt or harmed in some way. The woman seems
more relaxed.  Sometimes, I hear her laugh.  I don't
recognize the other voices, the voices of the strangers, and I feel
no connection to them.

The whooshes, gurgles, beats and tics
continue around me and infiltrate my cave.  I wonder if it is quieter on the other
side?

 



Chapter
5

 


Carly

 

Carly's heart skipped a beat as she heard
the phone ring in the hall.  "Please don't let it be
him.  Please don't let him answer.  Please, please,
please...," she repeated softly to herself as she hurried from the
bedroom to take the call and pick up the phone before Chris got
there.  "Too late, fuck, fuck, fuck," Carly swore under her
breath as she heard Chris pick up the phone.

"Hello, Chris speaking.  Hello? 
Hello?  Is there anybody there?  Hello?"  Chris
replaced the receiver and turned around to see Carly standing
behind him looking white-faced. "What's the matter?" he asked with
concern, "Are you expecting a call?  Not sure if it's kids
playing around and making prank calls, but there's been a lot of
hang-ups lately when I've answered the phone.  Have you been
getting the same?"  Carly shook her head slowly and shrugged
her shoulders as Chris walked past her to get his jacket. 
"Just going to the shed, want to see if I have some of the tools I
need to fix the house.  Are you sure you're okay?  You
don't look right to me, Babes."

"I'm fine, baby's just making me uncomfortable," answered
Carly in a monotone, willing Chris to leave the house before the
phone rang again.  Damn, she'd told him not to call when Chris
was home on leave, but did he listen?  No way, and that's
probably what attracted her to him.  A bit wild, never obeyed
the rules, just her type, what Chris used to be like before he
suddenly matured on her and wanted to become a father, for Christ's
sake.  Jeez, what was that all about?  A sudden desire to
leave his mark on the world.  If he spoke on the phone, Chris
would recognize his voice immediately.  They were supposed to
be drinking buddies after all and had served together a year ago.
What had her Dad told her at the wedding, "Never shit on your own
doorstep.  It always comes back to stink out your
house."  Thanks Dad.  What advice to give your daughter
on her wedding day!  How did Dad know that advice would be
good for me?  But now he was gone like everybody else in her
life, except Chris who stayed even though she didn't want him
anymore.

Carly stood near the phone glaring at it
and willing it to ring.  She could hear Chris tinkering around in the shed,
making enough of a racket to send all the mice hiding out in the
shed into the house.  The phone rang and Carly quickly picked
up the receiver before Chris heard it.  She turned her back on
the outside door and cradled the phone in her neck and whispered
into the phone.  "Are you fuckin’ crazy calling me when he's
home?  I told you never to do it, now he's jumping to answer
the phone every time it rings.  I've told you already, I can't
go away with you this weekend, Chris is here." 

Carly felt anxious.  This was
starting to get out of hand and she was sure it would harm the
baby.  She'd read somewhere that if the mother was under
stress, then it could give the baby learning difficulties or
behavioral issues in the
future.  Chris has brought home all these pregnancy and baby
books for her to read, obviously thinking it might get her more
into it.  The whole pregnancy baby thing.  She still
didn't want the baby, but she was resigned now to the fact that she
was going to have it and bring a new life into the world.  So,
she'd read a couple of the books and had started to feel a little
more responsible.  She didn't want to give birth to a baby
with problems and leave Chris to clean up the mess when she
left.  She wasn’t completely without principles and
decency.

Carly sighed as the cajoling voice
continued on the other side of the handset.  "I told you, not
this weekend or next.  I miss you too baby.  Okay, okay,
I'll try and see what I can do.  I said I'll try, okay?"  Carly raised
her voice slightly and then quickly looked behind her to make sure
that the front door was still open and Chris wasn't standing behind
her.  God, I'm getting paranoid now, she thought to herself,
playing with fire must do that to you.  She closed her
eyes.  Thinking.  Carly knew that she would weaken. 
She wasn't very good at saying 'No'.  Couldn't say 'No' to
Chris when he proposed, and couldn't say 'No' when he made the
announcement that he wanted a baby.

"Okay," she whispered into the handset while
she nervously tapped her fingers on the little telephone
table.  "Okay, I'll come just this one time.  But, we
have to be very careful.  I love you too."  Carly slowly
replaced the receiver and rested her head against the wall and
closed her eyes, missing the shadow that quickly flicked out the
door.

 


Chapter 6

 


Chris

 

There are two things I hate with a
vengeance.  When someone accuses me of something I haven't
done, and when somebody lies to me and plays me for a fool. 
Both make me just a little worked up and just a little
pissed.  When I get angry, I go all quiet and start to analyze
everything.  I retreat into myself and become suspicious of
everything and everybody. 

The telephone hang-ups caused alarm bells to ring loudly in my
head, like the sirens that go off when a prisoner escapes from a
high security prison.  With all that noise going off inside my
head, I'm surprised I could still think straight.  I'd thought
Carly would be surprised to see me, happy that I'd got two weeks
leave.  I knocked at the door pretending to be a stranger,
holding a bunch of flowers trying to be all romantic like. 
Nah, she wasn't happy to see me.  For a minute I thought she
was going to slam my own door in my ruddy face.  She wasn't
able to hide the look of shock on her face when I held out the
flowers and shouted, "Surprise!"  She made as if to close the
door but I put my foot in the door.

"What the hell you doing here?  I
thought you were supposed to be in Panama?"  I saw her regain
control and she did try and smile a welcoming smile, but I could
see it was as false as
one of those upcoming Hollywood actress’s boobs.

"You not happy to see me?"  The
disappointment was like a bayonet going right through my heart,
severing all life out of me.

"Sure I'm happy to see you!  Why
wouldn't I be?" And she flicked her hair and moved aside to let me
enter the house.

 


That scene was replaying in my mind ever since I got home. 
And that question, "Why wouldn't I be".  That question I
couldn't get out my brain at all.  Why wouldn't she be happy
to see me?  What was going on and what was she trying to
hide?  Okay, I admit it.  I was a paranoid son of a
bitch.  But man, that welcome really put me on red
alert.  Sent buzzers going off inside my head.  Then the
hang-ups started and that set off the alarm bells.  All that
noise in my head was becoming deafening.  I was supposed to be
home for R and R and to take Carly to go shopping for the
baby.  But, I ain't feeling very relaxed at all. And Carly
wasn’t interested in doing any shopping.

Carly was always hanging around near the
telephone, as if she was waiting for it to ring.  So, I did
what anybody else would do in a similar situation.  I kept
answering it before her.  There would always be a soft click
of someone hanging up without saying a word.  I supposed I was probably
frustrating the hell out of them which was good and giving me a
small amount of satisfaction.  That and seeing the look of
panic on Carly's face every time I picked up the damn handset of
that damn phone.  Yeah, I could be a bit of a sadistic bastard
when I wanted to be.

I know they say it's women that
have a sixth sense, but
I got gut feelings.  My gut feeling, was that somebody was
humping my wife while I was away on deployment.  I had no
proof, just that gut feeling.  Can't believe someone would
want to have an affair with a highly pregnant woman, but then
there's plenty of sickos in this world.  And my job was to
root out and shoot the evildoers in the world.  Nah, not
really.  Just making a joke, cause I often get told I'm a
funny man.

So my gut feeling made me vigilant.  When I saw Carly
try and get to the phone before me, I thought I'd go outside to
cool off a little and collect my thoughts.  I could feel
myself starting to get that white-hot anger thing, and that's not
good for all parties concerned.  My anger was like a
slow-burning fuse.  Slowly, so slowly moving along, then
KABOOM!  No sooner was I in the shed throwing shit around,
making a racket, when I heard the phone ring and get quickly
answered.  Very stealthily, I crept back to the house and
couldn't believe the silly bitch was talking on the phone with her
back to the front door.  I hid in the living room and fuck me
sideways.  Fucking bitch said she loved him.  I was sort
of expecting it, but hearing it was still a shock, and knocked me
like a ton of bricks.  I managed to sneak back outside without
her knowing I'd even been in the house and overheard her
conversation.

Acting normal for me was far easier than I
expected.  It was like a game.  Don't let on you know the
truth and watch her squirm with guilt.  She's shitting herself, I could tell. 
Eating dinner, she looked like a nervous little bird pecking at her
food and eating it in small bites.  Normally, she wolfed it
down.  One thing, strangely enough, I actually found quite
sexy and a turn-on.  When a hot woman wolfs down food like
there's no tomorrow.  She refused to go baby-shopping, said
she had stuff to do in the house.  What, Lord only knows as
it's definitely not housework.  Place looked like a pig sty.
So, I went shopping by myself, spent a fortune, had a ball, and had
all these women hanging around me, helping me shop for my
baby.  Made me feel good.

Then I got home to find a note. 
"Gone away
for the weekend.  Should be back Monday or Tuesday. 
Sorry there's no food.  Buy some. love Carly
xxx"






Chapter 7

Billy


 Hiccups.  I hate them.  You have no control of
your body.  Every time I get a hiccup spasm, my whole body
jerks and I bump my head.  This cave is far too small for me,
I can barely move.  Forget about stretching my legs and
arms.  It just can't happen anymore.  Whereas before I
felt safe and protected, now I feel confined and
claustrophobic.  I just want to get out. 

I am so frustrated locked in here, in this
small space.  Lately, I've been crying.  Silent
sobs.  Gulping in fluid like a goldfish.  I cry for
someone to come and save me and remove me from here.  I have
done my time.  I have been imprisoned long enough.  But
although I can hear them, nobody can hear me.  So I am
trapped.  Alone in my cave, alone in my world, alone with my
thoughts.  Solitary confinement.  What did I do to
deserve this?  My bottom lip trembles and I have no control of
that either.

Please God, hear my prayer.  Please
help me to leave this dark place.  Whereas before, the
darkness was comforting and friendly, now it's encroaching and
moving closer so that it scares me.  Tethered to the cave wall
like a dog chained to a tree, I am becoming fearful.  Scared
of being swallowed up by the dark, scared of being restrained,
scared of never leaving my solitary confinement.  But most of
all, scared that when I leave the dark and enter the light, I won't
be loved.









Chapter 8

Carly

Carly lay back in the Lazy-boy and leaned back so the footrest
came up.  There was something mindless on the
television.  Some soap opera she'd last watched a month or so
ago, that didn't seem to have progressed much.  Carly closed
her eyes and sighed.  Back three days and she wished she was
gone again.  It was nothing Chris did wrong.  Sometimes,
things in life were not meant to be, and Chris and her were one of
those things.  He brought out the worst in her, and she
thought it was because he expected her to be someone she was
not.  He had this vision of his dream woman and she hadn't
lived up to his vision.  Nobody could live up to that
vision.  It was totally unrealistic.  Sometimes Carly saw
the disappointment in his eyes when he looked at her, and she hated
that because it made her feel guilty.  When Carly felt guilty,
she just wanted to go out and forget about it and have fun with
someone else.  When she was with someone else, then she’d feel
guilty, so she needed to have more fun to forget about her
guilt.  It was a catch 22. Carly felt herself trapped in this
vicious cycle.  “I'm damned if I do and I'm damned if I
don't.” 

Carly opened her eyes.  On the
television screen, the overly attractive man was still trying to
flirt with the blonde woman with the over-developed bust and
botoxed face done by a greedy plastic surgeon who was obviously
overly creative and in
the wrong profession. Carly frowned. “Look at those lips in a
permanent fish pout and those cheekbones.  No way are they
natural!”  Carly slowly eased herself out of the chair and
stared miserably at her swollen ankles.  "Jeez, look at me!"
she exclaimed as she got to her feet.  That fake blonde on the
TV definitely didn't have ankles like hers.

Carly shuffled across to the spare bedroom that Chris had painted a
pastel baby blue when she was away.  He was busy stenciling on
some wall decoration that looked like a teddy
bear. 

"Looking good, Chris."  Chris stopped
what he was doing and gave Carly a look that made her want to
cry.  The hurt was written all over his face, but all he did
was shrug and carry on
painting.  He had said not a word to her since she'd returned
from an extended weekend away.  The silent treatment. 
Probably worse than fighting.  At least with an argument and
shouting, you get it all out and then it's over.  But Chris
bottled it all up inside.  It was like he'd switched on an
'ignore' button or something.  "Talk to me Chris.  Say
something, dammit!"  Chris just shrugged and continued to
stencil in teddy bears in a broad strip halfway down the wall, all
around the room.

"Geez, now you're angry because I'm the only one here that
has a life!" snapped Carly as she went into the kitchen to get
herself a beer.  The truth was, beer made her feel queasy and
she didn't enjoy the taste anymore.  But, if anything would
get Chris to speak, it would be her drinking a beer in front of
him.  He'd read that women who drink while pregnant give their
babies fetal alcohol syndrome.  The more he told her to stop,
the more she drank.  Just to annoy him. 

Carly opened the fridge and took the last
beer.  Bastard hadn't bought her anymore.  Opening the
can, she headed back to the baby's bedroom to taunt him
further.  "What's the matter with you?"  Carly took a
noisy slurp of the beer so that Chris stopped what he was doing and
turned to look at her.  "Can't you read, you dumbfuck?  I
wrote quite clearly on the shopping list we needed more
beer."  Still, Chris didn't say anything.  Didn't take
the bait.  He was so stubborn, sometimes Carly thought she
could hit him over the head with a bottle just to get him to stop
being so damn mulish about things. 

"Hey, I'm talking to you deaf boy. 
Why didn't you buy me more beer?"  Carly could feel tears of
frustration welling in her eyes.  Being nice to him didn't
make him talk.  Verbally abusing him didn't make him talk.  God, he was freaking
her out! 

Chris turned around and gave Carly a look
that made her turn away in shame.  It was a look, so cold and
hard, so unforgiving, like she was a piece of
dogshit underneath his
shoe.  He didn't need words to say what he felt, thought
Carly.  All he had to do, was give her that look.  Carly
pursed her lips and glared at Chris before downing the beer in one
long swallow.  She stomped off to the kitchen, threw away the
empty can, and went straight to the phone in the hall.  "I'll
fucking show him," Carly muttered, "This'll teach him to ignore
me!"  Carly picked up the receiver and dialed the number she
knew so well.






Chapter 9

Chris

When I got Carly's note, I dropped off my
shopping, and went out for a burger.  I needed to think and
work out some plans. At first I thought that Carly's erratic
behavior and drinking was just
hormonal because of the pregnancy.  Now I realize, she just
doesn't like me.  That's okay, I've decided I don't like her
much either.  She's got the looks but she's got the
personality of a dead fish.  Actually, I was a bit relieved
she went away for a dirty weekend and left me with the house to
myself.  Okay, maybe I was a little pissed she'd gone for a
dirty weekend, as that meant she was getting some and I was getting
nothing.  Anyway, I finished my burger, went to a bar, had a
couple of vodkas and made my mind up how I was going to deal with
things.  I must confess I hate beer.  I'm a vodka
man.  Na zdorovje!  To Mother Russia.

I left the bar and stopped off at a
hardware store and
bought some paint supplies and picked out this really cool blue
paint.  The ultrasound scan a couple of weeks back had
apparently showed that Carly was carrying a boy.  I wasn't
there to see it but hoped the frigging doctor had got it right
since I got blue for the baby's room.  So my plan was to get
the baby's room sorted and ready for the arrival.  About a
month more to go.  Jeez, can't wait, and then if she leaves, I
don't care, but that baby ain't going anywhere.  Carly I could
live without.  She's more trouble than she's worth. Life would
probably be better without her. Far less complicated. Well, at
least that’s what I kept telling myself.

Other than getting the baby's room
all ready and decorated, my
other plan was to ignore her.  The way to drive that piece of
trailer trash crazy, was to pretend she didn’t exist. Well, she was
a waste of space in my book. Man, she was such an attention-whore
it was unbelievable.  Probably why I was attracted to her in
the first place.  She knew how to stand out in a crowd and get
herself noticed. I needed to seriously rethink my choosing a woman
criteria.  Not for now, but for the future.  Geez, last
thing I needed on my plate was another woman.  One at a time
was more than enough for me. 

I knew she'd be pissed if I didn't buy her beer, but seriously,
drinking while pregnant was not good at all.  I'd lost all
respect for her. Truthfully, she had no class at all. 
For me all she was, was an incubator for my son.  If I looked
on her that way, then I could remain calm and not let her get to
me.  The last thing I needed was for her to goad me into some
kind of reaction that I regretted later or could be punished
for.  I had no desire to end up in jail.

With each brushstroke of that baby blue
pastel paint, I planted another brick to build a wall around my
heart.  By the time she returned from getting her brains
bonked all weekend, I swear I could smell sex emanating from her
every pore, my heart was completely enclosed by that brick
wall.  Impenetrable.  Strong.  A veritable
fortress.  It was all I could do to protect myself from the
hurt I knew would be unleashed on me.

I finished the last stenciled teddy bear, cleaned my
brushes.  God, I needed a strong double vodka.  My back
was killing me, I'd been painting and stenciling on and off for
about five days solid.  Been alternating between painting and
going to workout at the gym.  If you are heart sore, then
physical labor cures all evils.  You need to take your mind
off stuff.  Geez, I wanted the room to be perfect for the
baby.  I wanted to make up for his piece-of-shit mother. 
She was on the phone, so I poured myself a double vodka on ice, and
settled myself in the lounge on the Lazy boy.  I turned the
sound down on the TV, so that I could hear every word of her phone
conversation.  Yeah, it was eavesdropping, but this was my
house.  I could do what I wanted.  And seeing that I was
no longer talking to her, I couldn't exactly ask questions to find
out what was going on.  I was leaving again in a couple of
days and would only be back for the birth.  Might as well find
out what I could now.

Carly knew I was listening.  She obviously heard the TV go on
mute.  So what did she do, she talked louder, to make sure
that I heard every wretched word from her mouth.  Bitch, but I
think I'm getting over the hurt now.  The urge to laugh was
almost uncontrollable.  Geez, she was so pathetic with her
obvious little games. 

"Yeah, no problem this weekend sounds great!"  I heard Carly
say, "Goodbye baby!  I love you too!"

And the knife found its way through my wall I worked so hard to
build, my impenetrable fortress, and forced its way straight to my
heart.  Before I could stop it, the tears rolled down my
cheeks.








Chapter 10

Billy

The time has come.  The walls of my
cave move in and out, squeezing me down.  A tube of toothpaste
has nothing on me.  I am gripped by fear.  The passage is
so small but the plates on my head are not joined and are made to
be compressed.  I feel like I am being tightly held, as if in
a vice.  My eyes close, I will this ordeal to be over
soon.  It doesn't help for me to resist, there are unknown
forces pushing me, down, down, down.  Through a dark small
tunnel, even though it feels as if I'm wedged, I move a
centimeter at a time. 
From the darkness to the light.  Is this where they get that
saying, 'there is light at the end of the tunnel?'

My chest is constricted, it's not easy to
breathe as the fluid leaves my lungs.  Instinctively, I
wriggle and wiggle and try and force my way through the smallest of
places.  Nobody is telling me to do it. Somehow instinctively I just know that that
is what is expected of me.  As if I have done this very same
thing before, many times, over thousands of years.  It is in
my blueprint, ingrained in me. Even If I wanted to stay in my cave,
I can't.  My time there, in this generation, is over.  No
more protection and safe haven.  The elements and humankind
await my arrival.  I hope that they will not be disappointed.
Like the feeling you get when you are finally given a long-awaited
present, unwrap it and find that you hate it and have no use for
it. You don’t necessary throw it away, you just stick it in the
bottom of a closet and forget about it. I don’t want to be
forgotten and put in the bottom of a closet.

At last, after what seemed like hours, I
can feel something start to give.  Then, the coolest of
breezes on the crown of my head, and before I have time to think
about the experience, I fold my shoulders inwards and slowly slip
through the gap, and into the world.  Firm hands touch my skin that is still wet
and slippery from the birth.  I take my first gulp of air and
start to cry.  Pain, fear, joy.  All of these feelings
race through me at the same time. I hear the snip as my lifeline is
severed.  I am on my own.  Opening my eyes, everything is
fuzzy.  Someone wraps me in a soft blanket and I'm given to
the woman who kept me in the cave for nine long months.  I
squint my eyes, trying to focus on her features, as she looks down
at me.  Then, she lets out a piercing, horrible scream!








Chapter 11

Carly

Carly closed her eyes to block out the
nightmare before her.  "Forgive me Father for I have sinned,"
she repeated over and over again.  She felt hands taking the
baby away from her, and she started to rock back and forth, her
eyes closed tight shut, too terrified to open them and see the
monster that had just come from inside her.  "Why me,
Lord?  Why have you chosen me to punish? Other people get away
with it, so why me?" she called out in anguish.  Carly could
hear Chris's voice mumbling in the background, talking to one of
the doctors probably.  Overcome with guilt, Carly started to
scream.  There was no more pain from the birth, the pain was
all in her heart.  "What have I done?  What
have I done?  What have I
done? God, I am hysterical, I can't stop myself.  But that
baby, that poor, poor baby...”

"Carly!  Carly!  It's okay! 
Pull yourself together!" Carly felt Chris patting her arm as you do
a dog that's been obedient and sat down when told to.  She
shook his hand off her and turned on her side with her back to him,
changing from a scream to loud heart-wrenching sobs.  It was
all her fault.  God was punishing her for cheating on Chris
while she was pregnant.  That hogwash story she'd told Chris
about the baby being damaged when you had sex during pregnancy was
all true.  She'd thought she was being clever and was making
it up to scare Chris off from making demands on her.  God was
having the last laugh.  Carly felt the nausea rise, and
through her sobs, sent a spew of vomit all over the sheets, over
the floor.  It's my guilt coming out, thought Carly. 
There's something wrong with me.  Everything I touch turns to
shit.  I ruined Chris.  I ruined our marriage.  And
now, I've ruined a baby.  Carly felt her body begin to shake
uncontrollably and through her tears her teeth began to
chatter.  She was so cold, so very cold.

"Do something, Doc!" Carly heard Chris
shout.  "Can't you give her an injection or something? 
She's hysterical!  Look at her shaking! Doctor, can you help? 
Nurse!"  Through her tears, Carly felt rough hands lift her
hospital gown and then the prick of a needle, a sting, the burning
sensation slowly spread and then everything started to fade into
the distance. 

"My fault, all my fault, have to go now,
can't stay," Carly murmured softly as the drugs began to take
effect and she drifted off to sleep.







Chapter 12

Chris

Chris still felt shock.  When the
baby was born, it had appeared healthy, until the nurse cleaned it up, wrapped it in a
blue blanket and handed the baby to Carly and then he'd seen its
face.  A gap where there shouldn't have been a gap. 
Although he'd felt shock, it was still his baby.  He would
never reject it.  But Carly, my God she'd way
over-reacted.  As if it was her fault.  As if she’d
caused the deformity. They'd taken the baby to the nursery and
Carly was fast asleep after being knocked out by drugs.  Geez,
Chris had never seen her so hysterical before.  He'd seen her
upset, but not like that.  Chris sat in the armchair next to
Carly's bed.  He wasn't sure what to do or what was expected
of him.  All he knew, was that he wanted to do the right
thing, but he wasn't sure what the right thing was.  Despite
the baby's appearance, Chris had a strong desire to hold it, talk
to it and tell it that everything would be alright.  Chris
stood up slowly.  Carly was snoring softly. I'm going to check
on my little boy, thought Chris, his mind still not quite
registering all that had happened.

Chris walked down the hallway
to the newborn nursery and
knocked on the door which was covered in brightly-colored cartoon
animals.  A nurse opened the door and smiled at him. 
"You have a beautiful healthy little boy," she said still smiling
and Chris saw that she was missing a tooth, probably a
canine.  "It looks far worse than it is and the doctor wants
to talk to you about what can be done for him.  It's not the
end of the world, you know.  Just means a bottle instead of a
breast."  The nurse didn't stop smiling and Chris had an urge
to slap her.  It wasn't her baby, how dare she say it wasn't
that bad!  The nurse led Chris to a tiny glass bassinet with a
swaddled baby inside it.  She bent down, lifted the baby up
and put him in Chris's arms.  "You see, it's not so bad," she
said reassuringly.  "I've seen far, far worse you know. 
A baby born without a brain," she added in
a hushed tone.  Chris tried to imagine what that would look
like but couldn't.  Instead he shivered, then looked down at
his baby, his little boy.  The little boy was perfect, except
for that one thing, that gap.  "Your little boy only
has cheiloschisis. It’s not so bad, seriously. Have you a name for him yet?"
asked the nurse with a friendly voice, still speaking in a hushed
whisper.

"Billy. His name is Billy.  Not William
or Will.  Just, Billy."  Chris looked at his little boy
and felt the pride swell up his heart.  "You and me Billy,
just you and me."  And Chris felt Billy grab his finger and
squeeze it.

Chris bent down his head and
gently kissed the sleeping baby
on his soft pink cheek.  A plethora of emotions came to the
fore.  Love, pride, worry for the little baby sleeping in his
arms and hatred for the woman who had just given birth to this
baby, who was lying asleep and drugged in her hospital bed, who had
dared to reject both him and the baby. 

The nurse gently took the baby from Chris
and put it back in the
bassinet.  "Follow me," she whispered, "Doctor will see you
now."






The doctor was in a little office with
yellow files piled high on his desk, almost obscuring the computer
that he was busy working on.  He looked up when Chris entered
the room.  "Ah, Mr. B., the proud dad, eh?" said the doctor
getting to his feet and extending his hand to shake Chris's hand in
congratulations.  "Take a seat, Mr.B."  The doctor leaned back in his chair
and folded his arms behind his head.  "When you see a baby
born like that, it is a bit of a shock, yes?"  The doctor had
an annoying way of ending every statement with a question
mark.  "Your wife reacted badly, yes?"

Chris cleared his throat.  "Um yes, she was a little
upset.  I think she blames herself."

The doctor removed his hands from behind his head and started to
type something on his keyboard.  He didn't look up as he
spoke.  "It's nobody's fault.  Just one of those things,
yes?  Happens right near the beginning.  Nothing you can
do, about one in six hundred babies are born with it,
yes?"

"I don't know," said Chris impatiently.

"Not a big problem at all actually. 
Just a simple operation will fix it, yes?  Close the gap, yes?"  The doctor
looked up from his keyboard.

"An operation?" asked Chris, his heart
sinking as he tried to imagine such a tiny baby on the operating
table.  How would they find his tiny vein?

"Not right away, er, when he's about three months or so,
yes? Come around here and look at my monitor."  The doctor
moved the monitor slightly so that Chris could see the photos on
the screen.  "Look, before and after, yes?  As the child
grows older, the scar fades and you can hardly see it.  Nobody
will know, yes?  So, don't worry, love your little boy. 
We'll show you how to feed him in the meantime because in this
case, breast won't be best, yes?  Any questions?"  Chris
shook his head and the doctor stood up, shook his hand again,
obviously indicating that he was dismissed.






Chris popped his head into Carly's room
but she was still fast asleep, so he headed back to the
nursery.  He just wanted to spend time with his little boy,
with Billy.  The nurse was still smiling inanely when Chris
knocked on the nursery door.  "Did the doctor show you how
easily an operation can fix it.  You're lucky, it's only a
cleft lip, not a cleft palate, but even that is easily fixed these
days, and there's no brain damage or intellectual impairment with
it.  In a few months, your little boy will be as good as new
and you won't even remember the gap."  The nurse nodded reassuringly, but
Chris was only partially listening to her.  Instead, his eyes
were hungrily searching for his baby's bassinet.  He just
wanted to pick Billy up and hold him again and feel his little body
close to his.  He wanted to hold his little hand, stroke his
little cheek and protect him from the harsh world outside.








Chapter 13

Billy

The woman I presume is my mother doesn't
like me.  She looks after me and takes care of me, because
that is expected of her.  When I am hungry and I cry to be
fed, she feeds me.  When I am dirty, she changes my diaper and
washes me.  But I am greedy for love and attention, and that
is lacking in my life.  My mother doesn't talk to me or sing
to me.  She tries to avoid looking at me.  I feel, that
no matter how hard I try to make a connection with her, she's put
up this barrier to stop all connections.  She's not mean to
me, doesn't hurt me, just doesn't love me.  It's like she's
just going through the motions, physically she's here, but mentally
and emotionally, she's elsewhere.

It's like I'm living with a deaf mute. 
My gurgles are ignored, and when I reach out to try and grab her,
she steps away.  Sometimes I wonder if abuse would be better
than this distance.  Because at least with abuse, there is
some kind of communication and interaction going on.  Even if
it is negative.  Then at least someone acknowledges my
existence and I have a reason to be here.  Like this, I feel
that there is no need for me being here.  I'm just a waste of
space, using up somebody's oxygen.  But, there's something in
me that keeps trying, trying to get her attention, trying to make
her smile.  The sadness seems to hang on her like a heavy
cloud of doom.

When I lie in my crib in my pale-blue bedroom and see the
hand-painted teddy bear strip on my walls, and watch the mobiles
hanging from the ceiling, I feel that there was a time when I was
loved and wanted.  Somebody took the time to do this for
me.  Somebody must have loved me.  Now, there is just
emptiness and silence, and no loving touches.  How does one
thrive and develop in an atmosphere so cold and devoid of life,
love and laughter?  I am being stifled in this loveless house,
with this loveless mother.  Sometimes I wish I could wither up
and die.






Then the phone rings and I hear her sound
happy for the first time since I entered this world.  Her
voice, animated, has a soft musical quality to it.  I wish I
could capture her voice somehow and play it back to myself over and
over again in the times of silence.  I hear her in the
kitchen, singing.  Although I am hungry, I will not cry out
for her.  Let her happiness last a little longer, and her
singing in the kitchen is quite comforting.  If I cry, the
happiness will evaporate and the sadness return.  I don't feel
I can cope with her sadness, after having heard what she sounds
like when she's happy.  So, I'll lie here and stare at my
brightly colored mobiles
moving in the breeze coming from the open window, and wait
patiently until she remembers that I am here.








Chapter 14

Carly

Carly lay on her bed reading what she’d
written in the journal she’d taken to keeping. With nobody to talk
to all day, she’d decided to record her thoughts. A kind of a
Thought Journal. It took up some time in an otherwise dreary day
and kept her occupied. It didn’t have to be perfect as nobody was
going to read it, other than Carly herself. Carly sighed and read aloud, “It's hard to
believe that Chris is away not even in this country, and I'm alone
with the baby.  I have to admit, he is a good father.  He
obviously loves Billy, and he's obviously stopped loving me. 
Which is okay.  What is love anyway?  Just a momentary
connection between you and another person or object that you can
outgrow and which doesn't withstand the test of time.  I used
to read romance novels as a teenager and believed that would happen
to me.  That I would get my happy ending and live happily ever
after with a handsome hunk. There wasn't a happy ever after for my
parents, and I don't think there's a happy ever after for me. 
There are no happy ever afters.  The fairy tales are always
full of evil subtlety portrayed by witches and such-like.  The
stories always end when it appears that they live happily ever
after to protect the reader from what really happens and evil
triumphs over good.  Nope, definitely no happy ever
afters.  Not in this world. Not for me.” Carly closed her
notebook and put it in the underwear drawer of the dresser. She
wandered into the kitchen, wondering what she could do next to fill
up her day.






Carly made herself a cup of coffee and sat
down to drink it at the dining room table.  Billy would be waking up soon for
another feed.  Try as she might, she couldn't conjure up any
feeling at all for the little boy.  It wasn't his cleft lip,
it wasn't anything to do with him actually.  She just felt
disconnected from the baby, from Chris and from this life. 
Carly knew it was wrong to take it out on the baby, but she didn't
want to make a connection with him.  She didn't want him to
love her, because then it would be more difficult to leave. 
Carly checked her watch.  She had an interview in about half
an hour with some neighborhood teenager that did babysitting. 
Carly had been exercising every day to get her figure back after
the birth.  Now, she was ready to go out for a night on the
town with some friends.  Okay, with one friend.  A
special friend.  The friend.  He'd phoned earlier and his
voice sent thrills down her spine.

The phone rang again and Carly hurried to
answer it.  "Hey!  Oh, it's you, Chris.  What do you
mean who else was I expecting?  Are you just calling me to
pick a fight because if that's the case, I'm not in the mood. 
Billy?  Of course he is okay.  He sleeps, eats, shits in
a continuous cycle.  No, he's quite quiet, doesn't cry much at
all.  He's just good, okay, there's nothing wrong with
him.  Maybe I'm just a good mother, did you ever think of
that?  When are you coming home again?  I just need a
break, this is tiring."  Carly could feel her eyes well with
tears.  She wasn't going to give Chris the satisfaction of
crying over the phone.  "I'm stuck in the house with him day
after day.  Nobody visits, nobody calls and if I take him out,
people stare.  He looks like a freak, Chris, don't you get
it?"  Carly wiped her nose on her sleeve. 
"Operation?  When?  Does it have to be this week? 
Can't they do it next week?  What you mean waiting list? 
Oh God, why the hell do I have to drive to the next state? 
Chris, is this necessary, really necessary?"  Carly punched
the wall in frustration as her plans for a night out on the town
with her friend appeared to be going out the window.  "Okay,
okay, yeah, it makes sense to do the operation when he is young, but three months
old?  Have you set it all up already?  Okay, give me the
details."  Carly opened the drawer of the telephone table and
took out a notebook and a pen and hastily copied directions and
instructions down.  Damn!  Of all days it had to be
tomorrow!  Billy made a small sound and Carly hastily said
goodbye, "Billy has just surfaced and needs to be fed. 
Again.  Yeah, I'll keep in touch and let you know how it
goes.  Can't believe you didn't organize leave and do this
yourself!"

Carly put her head around the door to
Billy's pale-blue bedroom.  The little boy was lying on his
back waving his arms and kicking his legs.  He was staring at
the mobile above him and gurgling, almost like he was trying to
have a conversation with it.  From the smell he needed a
change.  "Oh he's quiet, better quickly make a
phone call," Carly whispered to
herself.  “You see how crazy I'm getting?  I'm even
talking to myself!”

Carly headed over to the phone and
quickly dialed. 
"Hi, it's me.  Can't talk long as Billy is awake and needs a
change and a feed.  Just wanted to tell you have to take a
rain check for tomorrow.  That goddamn Chris has arranged for
Billy to have his cleft lip surgery the day after and I have to
drive him to the next goddamned state to have it done!  Yeah,
yeah, tell me about fucking inconvenient timing.  Gotta go and
don't worry, will phone you when I get back.  I love you,
okay.  Not much longer now."  Carly blew kisses into the
phone and replaced the receiver.








Chapter 15

Chris

Chris couldn't stop staring at
Billy.  He was just perfect.  Three months after the surgery and there was
only the slightest scar.  Billy was sitting by himself and
rolling around on the floor when put onto a blanket.  Chris
was blown away by how quickly he had grown.  The baby looked
healthy in every way.  Carly was obviously doing a good job
and maybe he'd underestimated her.  Maybe he should give her
another chance.  Billy's quietness worried Chris though. 
He didn't think it was natural for a baby to be so quiet.  It
was like the little boy was permanently in thought, always thinking
about something.  He'd taken him to the doctor to get checked
when he'd got home, but the doctor found nothing wrong.  "He's
definitely not deaf," the doctor had stressed.  "Count
your blessings he's so quiet!"

Carly was gone most of the time Chris was
home.  He could
understand why, poor girl was alone at home every day with only the
baby for company.  He didn't begrudge her the time to catch up
with friends.  Also, it gave him alone-time with Billy that he
definitely wanted.  He didn't want the little boy to view him
as a complete stranger.  Chris took Billy to the mall, bought
story books to read to him and nursery rhyme cds to play for
him.  Chris had a suspicion that Billy's quietness was a
result of nobody talking to him or interacting much with him. 
He'd never heard Carly say a word to the boy and he didn't think
that that was natural.  He'd noticed that Billy's little eyes
followed him whenever he was in the room, and when he read to him
or sang along with the nursery rhymes, Billy seemed to perk up a
little and lately, a hint of a smile had started
appearing.

"It's like he's depressed or something,"
Chris had confided to
his mother. Not that his mother showed much interest in her only
grandchild. As far as she was concerned, all babies did was scream
from one end and poop from the other.






Something was up.  Chris could feel
it in his bones.  The phone calls, whispers and Carly was being nice to
him.  Had even cooked him his favorite meals on a few
occasions.  Carly still ended her phone calls with the
stranger who put the phone down when Chris answered, with "I love
you," but Chris didn't let it bother him anymore.  He was too
focused on Billy and getting to know his little boy.  He
dreaded leaving Billy behind and going on his next deployment to
Korea.  He was leaving the next week and the days were flying
past and departure day was heading ever closer.  Just around
the corner now.  But this gut feeling Chris had would not go
away.  It hung around like flies around a cow patty. 
Something was definitely up.  He knew it with every core of
his being.  Chris played with Billy and watched and waited for
what, he had no idea.

When it finally happened, Chris wasn't prepared. He'd taken
Billy to visit his mother, and had ended up staying for
dinner.  When he got home, the house was empty.  Billy's
room was intact and nothing had been removed.  But his
favorite Lazy-boy, his music collection, all the kitchenware, all
gone.  Bitch must have hired a truck, was his first
thought.  Chris looked in his bedroom.  Not a trace of
Carly remained.  The linen they'd slept on the night before
was gone, just the bare mattress with its stains remained.  It
was if she had never existed.  All her toiletries gone from
the bathroom.  Chris put the sleeping Billy down carefully
into his crib, making sure not to wake him.  Then, he did a
tour of the house, taking note of what was gone and looking for a
message of some kind that she'd left behind.  Anything, just
so that he could get closure.  Some kind of a goodbye note,
thanks for the memories or special instructions for Billy. 
But there was nothing.  Chris couldn't believe that Carly had
vanished, gone, without a goodbye message.  No forwarding
address.  She must have been planning this for a
while.

He sat in the middle of the living room floor, his head in his
hands.  "Fuck!  Fuck!  Fuck!" he shouted, punching
the floor with a curled fist.  What fantastic timing!  In
two days he was flying out to Korea for his next stint
abroad.  "Bitch!  May you rot in hell!"  Chris
closed his eyes.  He hadn't thought that Carly could hurt him
any more, but what little remained of his heart was now broken into
a myriad of tiny pieces, like little shards of glass, each piece
stabbing his soul.  Billy whimpered in his sleep, and Chris
got to his feet, his head suddenly feeling too heavy for his body,
and made his way to check up on his son.  "It's you and me,
Billy.  Now, it's just you and me."






Chapter16

Billy

The woman is gone. Strange as it may seem,
I do miss her. I miss the smell of green apples in her hair, the sounds of her singing
in the kitchen, her soft voice talking on the telephone, the warmth
of her touch and the special way she held me when she fed me my
bottle. Those were good memories. My feel-good moments. I do not
miss the cold looks and her hard eyes the times when she did make
eye contact with me. The stony silences when I could see that she
had no idea what to say to me. She didn’t want to make any
connection with me, because then she would have to love me. If she
loved me, she wouldn’t be able to leave. Leaving me and her life
here was more important than loving me. Although I can understand
that, it is hard to accept that no matter what you do, you can’t
make someone love you if they close their heart to you.

The man is doing a lot of talking on the
telephone. I can see him from where he puts me on the blanket on
the floor. I watch his every move and can feel my heart beat faster
when he moves out of my sight. If he leaves, I’ll have nobody.
Although the woman never spoke to me, she was there and did care
for me. The man talks to me, plays with me, sings to me. He’s
definitely trying to connect with me. But having moved from a small
cramped cave to a large cave where the isolation was the same, I’m
too scared to love. I prefer to watch. I am the ultimate life
spectator. A watcher. I watch him on the phone, making notes,
shouting, banging on the
table. Things are obviously not going his way. Although my diaper
is wet and feels cold against my skin, and my tummy is rumbling
with hunger, I will wait quietly for my turn to come. I don’t want
the man’s anger directed at me.

And so I wait. Watching. “Finally!” The
man shouts out as he slams down the phone. He turns to look at
me, and sees me
wriggling in discomfort on the blanket. “Oh geez, Billy! God, I’m a
bad Dad! You must be hungry my little boy! Why didn’t you cry or
make a sound?” The man reaches for me on the blanket and picks me
up. “Argh! And wet too! Come little man, let Daddy take care of
you. Let’s get you changed and celebrate! Daddy has managed to
organize a two month leave of absence from the Army!”







Chapter 17

Chris

The Army doctor sat at his desk which had the American flag
propped up inside a cup with ‘World’s best Dad’ written on it in
red. The only other items on the desk were a small notepad and a
pen which he tapped impatiently on the desk. Nothing else. Chris
thought that the stark desk was a sign that the doctor didn’t do
much real doctor work. Other than his white jacket and stethoscope
around his neck, he could have been any other military personnel
with a boring desk job. “So what exactly would you like me to do
for you?” asked the doctor with a very nasal twang.

Chris sighed. It was pointless losing his temper with the
doctor. He needed to keep on the doctor’s good side. Chris had
already explained what he wanted on the phone twice. First to the
Army nurse, then second to the doctor who was still tapping his pen
on the desk, annoying Chris immensely. “My wife ran off and
abandoned me and our six month old baby. I’ve managed to get two
months leave but need a third month to get things settled for my
son before I go to Korea. Could you please, please write some kind
of medical report that says I need the extra month to stay with my
son?” Chris bounced Billy on his knee . The little boy just stared
solemnly at the doctor, mesmerized by the tapping pen and swinging
shiny silver stethoscope.

“Is the baby healthy?” asked the doctor,
leaning forward to get a closer look at Billy sitting patiently on
Chris’s knee.

Chris held Billy tighter. “He was born
with a cleft lip but we
had it fixed three months ago, and he doesn’t seem to be suffering
any ill-effects from that. I am worried that he might be deaf or
mute or something though. Little bugger doesn’t make a sound,
doesn’t smile, just stares. It’s goddamn creepy!”

The doctor stood up and walked over to his
examination bed. “Bring the boy here, let’s check him out.”
Chris carefully laid the baby
on the bed. The doctor looked into the baby’s eyes and ears,
listened to his heartbeat. “Everything seems pretty normal. Did his
mother spend much time interacting with him? You know, talking and
stuff?”

Chris picked up Billy. “You know Doc, now
you mention it, I never
once saw her talk to him or play with him. She fed him, changed him
and put him to bed. That was about it. Isn’t that so, Billy Boy?”
Chris smiled at Billy, and to his surprise, for the first time
ever, Billy smiled back. Just a hint of a smile, but it was a
start. “Did you see that Doc? He smiled! Geez, he
smiled!”

The doctor put his stethoscope on his
empty desk, and made a few notes on his notepad. “I think,” he
started hesitantly, “Um, I think you need to spend some time with
your little boy,
building up a relationship with him. I’m not a psychiatrist or a
pediatrician, just an army doctor, but I’d say that your child has
been neglected. Not physically, but emotionally. I’m going to
recommend the extra month’s leave, but also I think you should
think twice about going to Korea and leaving Billy behind. I’ll
type up a report and suggest they find you a more local deployment
as well.”

So much for being a tough army
guy, thought Chris as he
felt his eyes well up with tears of relief. Whether or not the Army
would act on the doctor’s report was another thing. But, at least
it was a start. Three months with Billy, what bliss. “At least it
gives me time to find someone to care for you when I eventually go
back to work.” Chris kissed Billy on his soft cheek and held the
little boy close to his chest. “Just you and me against the world,
buddy. Just you and me against the world.”







Chapter 18

Billy

My Dad. I can see he’s trying really hard.
Ever since he made me smile in the doctor’s office, he’s been making a complete idiot
of himself, making faces, making funny noises and blowing
raspberries on my stomach. For so much effort and hard work, he
needs a reward of some kind. So, I smile and then he gets this
goofy grin. When I guffaw, he gets this stupid giggle. My heart
doesn’t feel as if it’s ready for smiling yet. It’s never felt
whole and I’m sure that smiling might make it crack and break into
a thousand tiny pieces, letting my spirit seep out, so that I lose
my soul. My body is a hollow shell, my face a Chinese opera mask
with a painted on smile. It’s all so forced and I long to be able
to smile naturally. Teething and the resultant dribbling helps with
smiling. You have to open your mouth to let some of the dribble
out, otherwise you might choke and drown in your own spit. Imagine
the headlines, ‘BABY DROWNS IN OWN SALIVA.’ Seriously, it’s great
having someone dote on me and shower me with attention. I think
that this is something I can get used to. Like smiling.

Boxes everywhere, something’s up. Dad
shouted at me when I helped unpack something from a box. I’ve
discovered this cool way to move from place to place. In fact, I
have two different ways. The first is sitting on my bottom and
digging my heels into the ground to propel myself forward.
Sometimes, I don’t move in the direction I’m aiming for, but it’s
all good. The thing with the boxes, is that they are all at my
level. So whatever direction I inadvertently move in, the chances
are I’ll come into contact with a box and get at the great stuff
inside it. Although Dad
seems to get upset when I remove stuff from a box he’s just put in.
The other way I move, is by lying on my stomach and using my arms
to lift up my chest, and then drag my body along, like the leopard
crawling that the soldiers do. That is quite tiring, exhausting in
fact, and I don’t move as fast as the bottom slide. The bottom
slide can be a bit messy when I have a dirty diaper. Especially
when it gets squished out of the sides and rubbed into the carpet.
But Dad doesn’t complain. He just sighs loudly and cleans it up.
Sometimes he says things like, “Kids should come with hazard
warnings and a year’s supply of latex gloves.”

Louisiana. That’s where I figure we’re
moving to and why we’re packing our life away in boxes. Dad’s
friends have come over to say goodbye, and that’s when I heard them
mention Louisiana. Dad
said that it would be good to leave bad memories behind and start
afresh in a new place. I still keep waiting for that woman to walk
in the room or take me out of my cot, but she’s gone. Dad said she
was gone for good and it was good riddance to bad rubbish. But a
part of me hopes that she’ll return. I long for the sound of her
voice and her familiar smell. But lately, I have to think really
hard to remember her sound and her smell. It seems to be slowly
dissipating from the shadows in my mind. Maybe the woman will be
waiting for us in Louisiana.

Dad has got this thing about playing me
cds with nursery rhymes on and then singing along with
them. I’m not sure if
he’s ever watched himself in the mirror when he’s singing, but he
makes the most idiotic faces. First I used to just watch him, but
now I find I stand up, hold onto the nearest object and bend my
knees so that I bounce up and down. It’s some uncontrollable reflex
that you can’t stop. Like smiling. When he sings, I start to smile
and bounce. It’s my new natural unpremeditated thing I do. No
longer forced out and pasted on like some drag artist at a gay
club. He sings and I smile. Sometimes I gurgle and chuckle. For the
first time in my life I feel loved and wanted. Like a plant that
can only grow when it gets water and sunlight, I can only grow and
experience happiness when I feel loved and have
attention.

Everything’s gone. A truck came to take it
away. Now it’s just Dad and me. After months of watching and
listening, I decide it’s time. Moving my tongue in my mouth, I
purse my lips, and then I do it. “Dadadadada.” My Dad rushes over
to me and picks me up and holds my cheek close against his cheek,
and I feel the wetness of his tears against my skin.







Chapter 19

Chris

Louisiana. Home of hot babes who dote on
their men. For most here, men are the head of the household and the
women are the helpers, the accessories. Think it’s some kind of a Southern Baptist thing.
A guy could easily get used to this way of life. There’s something
about a single man with a baby, and a woman who ran out on him and
the kid, abandoning them, that gets the hormones pumping in women.
Their biological clocks go haywire, and their maternal nurturing
instincts come to the fore. Man heaven. Women who want you. Who
cares if it’s only because they feel sorry for you. Who gives a
shit as to what the reason is. They want you. They want to take
care of you and the baby. No shortage of women and babysitters in
Louisiana. Christ, they even fight over you. It’s great for a
shattered self-esteem. Done wonders for my feelings of self-worth.
I had tried so hard with Carly, but to no avail. Some people you
can’t do anything right. You can never satisfy them because they
don’t know what they want. And, if they don’t know what they want,
how the fuck are you supposed to know what they want. It’s pure
‘bashing your head against the wall’ territory. I’m done with that.
Now, I’m ready to be revered and treated like a king. Even Billy is
lapping up the attention, and starting to say more words. For a
while I thought he was deaf as he never uttered a word and hardly a
sound. Now he says words and laughs like he’s been released from
some pent up emotional prison. Life is good, and I have a great
woman who loves me and looks after Billy when I’m at work. But, I
keep wondering when my run of good luck will end. Shit has a
tendency to follow me. I am Chris. I am a shit magnet.






“Chris darling,” Jenny said languidly as
she sipped her wine leaving a red lipstick mark on the glass. She leaned over her steak on
the table, showing her abundant cleavage, “This is such a lovely
restaurant, wonderful atmosphere, the lighting could be a bit
better,” Jenny chuckled, “I can hardly see what I’m eating. That
might be a good thing.” Jenny smiled seductively, “This steak is a
tad overdone. You know how I like my meat.” Jenny winked
knowingly.

Chris felt himself get a
hard-on as Jenny licked her
lips. God, she really made him as horny as a rat that was
accidentally locked in the shed for a week and was forced to watch
through the window, as the other male rats got it on with the
female rats in the garden. Oh my God, he could have her right there
on the table, scattering the food and plates everywhere, in front
of all the other patrons in the restaurant. Jenny giggled like a
schoolgirl caught peeking through the peephole in the boys’
changing rooms and pointed unsubtly to her steak. “Waitress!” Chris
called as he turned in his chair trying to make eye contact with
the waitress. “This beautiful lady’s steak is overdone. She ordered
rare. Can you fix it?” The waitress sneered and narrowed her eyes
as she nodded her head and removed the offending plate with the
steak.

To Chris’s eyes, it looked quite rare, but
Jenny was very particular about things. In fact, she was a lot
particular about a lot
of things. If it was possible to be hyper-critical and very
negative about everything, constantly complaining in a nice, sexy
way, then Jenny was the best in the world. Chris smiled, soaking up
her cleavage, imagining her cherry nipples in his mouth and her
body writhing under him with pleasure. Jenny was sweet and was
excellent with Billy. Her Mom was an added bonus, always happy to
look after Billy for the night, so they could have these romantic
date nights. The complete opposite to his mother who hardly gave
Billy or Chris the time of day. Chris smiled again. He’d really
found the goldmine with Jenny. Geez, she was beautiful. And, those
bouncing breasts that jiggled when she walked.

“Chrissie babe, why are you smiling?
They’re taking so long to bring me my steak. Do you think they’re getting the cow
from the farm first and then slaughtering it?” Jenny pouted, and
Chris felt himself fight the urge not to leap across the table and
kiss those pouting lips. “Chris, do you love me? You never say you
love me.” Chris felt his erection subside. The mention of the L
word was like an instant cold shower. Testosterone killer. Punch in
the groin. Chris loved Billy with all his heart and all his soul,
but a woman? Hell no way was he going down that road again. He’d
tried it once and it had failed miserably. The army teaches you to
never make the same mistake twice. If you survived the first
mistake in a warzone, thank your lucky stars. There would be no
surviving a second mistake. The gods were not so accommodating. The
same with love.

“Ah, that was fast! Your steak’s
here,” said Chris,
smiling with relief as he spotted the waitress approaching with the
steak. He took a nervous gulp of his wine. The waitress glared at
Chris as she banged the plate down on the table and pushed it
towards Jenny.

“Coward,” Jenny carefully sliced a sliver
of steak and put it in her mouth, never taking her eyes off Chris.
Chris felt his neck go red as if he was under the spotlight. “You
ain’t never going to say you love me, are you?” asked Jenny with a
mouth full of steak,
“Even after all Mama and I do to help you with Billy.” Here it
comes, thought Chris to himself, the part where the shit arrives in
a huge dump truck. “Are you going to marry me and make a decent
woman out of me?” Jenny asked while shoveling another piece of
bloody steak into her mouth.

“Jenny,” Chris spoke slowly and quietly,
carefully enunciating his words so that Jenny could understand what
he was saying, “I’ve been upfront with you from the start. You know
I’m still married to Carly. If I marry somebody else, then that
would be illegal, and I’d go to jail.”

Jenny took another sip of wine. “Mama said
if you don’t marry me, you’re just using us. Why don’t you get
divorced? It’s not like the two of you are ever going to get back
together again?” Jenny put down her glass with a bit too much force
and spilled some wine on
the red tablecloth. “Oops!” she laughed, “Silly me! Promise me that
you’ll start divorce proceedings, Chris, promise me!” Jenny reached
across the table and covered Chris’s hand with her own. “Promise
me! Otherwise...” Jenny pointed to her breasts, “Milly and Molly
won’t be visiting you for a while.”

Chris licked his lips nervously as he
focused on Jenny’s breasts. God, they were amazing and 100% natural as well, so he said. “I
promise I’ll start divorce proceedings. Of course, I have to find
out where she is first, and hiring a detective costs money.” Chris
smiled reassuringly. He thought he’d handled that awkward situation
pretty well, and managed to avoid discussing both the L word and
the M word. He’d been planning on getting a divorce anyway. So, it
wasn’t really the victory Jenny obviously thought it was, as Chris
could see her struggling to disguise the smug expression on her
face. Actually, Chris
had already found out that one could divorce another regardless of
whether you knew where they lived or not, as long as the attorney
placed an ad in the local paper in the town of the last known
residence giving the defendant time to respond and make an
appearance in front of the Judge. But, he was banking on Jenny not knowing that.

“Good boy,” Chris could feel Jenny’s
shoeless foot slide up his leg towards his groin. “Milly and Molly
might help me to reward you tonight,” Jenny winked and
licked her lips, doing a
little butt wriggle in her seat. “That steak’s not very good. I
think I might leave it. If you’re done, ask for the check and we’re
outa here.” Jenny took a last sip of her wine, giving a noisy slurp
that Chris felt quite disconcerting. Chris finished off his wine
and signaled the waiter to bring the bill. If he was honest with
himself, he was mildly irritated that Jenny hadn’t eaten her steak
which cost him more money than he could really afford. Chris
sighed. There was no pleasing some people. But, Chris gave a
chuckle, it was still all good because later in bed, there would be
plenty of pleasing going on.






Jenny knew her way around the bedroom,
there was no disputing that fact, thought Chris as he rolled onto
his side after another bout of bedroom Olympics. Those gymnasts had
nothing on Jenny, and her stamina! My God, she’d have no problem
with the marathon either. Thank Christ Billy was spending the night at
Jenny’s mother’s place! Jenny’s screams and shouts could awaken the
dead in the St. Louis Cemetery back to life. But although the sex
was extremely pleasurable and plumb wore him out, Chris found it
difficult to fall asleep. The M word mentioned earlier in the
evening was preying on his mind.






Chris had a day off and he’d elected to
spend it alone with Billy, much to Jenny’s disgust. “Some quality
Dad and Son time,” he reminded her, “Some days he needs to be with
me, and only me. Doctor said it’s important for our bonding.” Chris
hid a smile as he saw Jenny’s pout which was losing its sexual
appeal for him. He folded his arms across his chest as he listened
to Jenny go on and on about all the things that were wrong or bad
about the places he was going to take Billy for their day out
together. Geez, did this woman ever stop? It’s amazing, thought
Chris, when a person first plants that seed of irritation in you,
then you start to view them differently. You see them in a
different light. And more and more things they do that were
initially cute and sexy, start to irritate and annoy. It’s like the
rose-colored glasses you viewed them through before, were just some
Chinese fake of the original, and you begin to see more and more of
the real person as the rose film on the lenses peels
off.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever Jenny. Billy and I
are going to have some serious fun today, aren’t we son?” Chris was rewarded with
one of Billy’s rare smiles as he secured the little boy in his car
seat. Sometimes Chris wondered why he bothered with women. The good
times and sex were the punctuation in a whole long piece of
nagging, whining and other annoying behaviors.

Back at work after an amazing fun-filled
day with Billy, contrary to Jenny’s doom and gloom-filled
predictions, Chris sat
at his desk mindlessly moving paper around. He hated working in the
office and being a desk jockey, keeping track of supplies. Maybe
some of Jenny’s negativity was rubbing off on him, like some kind
of a contagious disease. Even Billy, who was usually so amiable and
willing to try anything was starting to turn his nose up at things.
Lately, Jenny had been mentioning the M word more and more. She was
becoming fixated on it. Geez, she’d even started to buy Bridal
Magazines and pointedly leave them lying around all over the house.
Her acid comments about his failure to get a divorce were really
getting on his nerves. Chris had managed to trace Carly to Texas,
but he hadn’t got around yet to pinpointing her exact address, so
divorce was still not going to happen for a while. He wanted Carly
to know he was divorcing her. It seemed the right thing to do.
“What to do? What to do?” Chris muttered loudly as he held his head
in his hands. All this pressure from Jenny was giving him a
headache. Hearing a noise, Chris opened his eyes to see his
commanding officer standing in front of him. Jeez, must be losing
my touch, Chris thought, hadn’t even heard the bastard enter the
room. He quickly pushed his chair back, jumped up and saluted.
“Sir!”

“You okay boy?” asked the commanding
officer was some concern. Chris’s single-parenthood and abandonment by his wife were
common knowledge around the base. “Here, got something for you. Not
sure if it’s what you wanted.” He handed Chris a piece of folded
paper.

Chris sat back down and opened up the
sheet of paper. Quickly scanning through, his eyes immediately
focused on one word. ‘Korea.’ Chris smiled and slowly lifted the
paper to his lips and kissed it. “Goodbye Jenny. So, there is a God after all,” he
whispered softly to himself, as he put his hands behind his head,
leaned back in his chair and smiled.







Chapter 20

Billy

We’re packing again. Jenny’s crying all
the time and Dad keeps whistling. I don’t like seeing all my toys
being put into boxes. What will I play with? What happens if they
get lost? Dad has let me keep Mister Bear. Mister Bear is my
friend. He keeps me safe at night when I go to sleep.
Jenny’s mom isn’t so friendly
anymore. Her smiling lips have become thin, pinched, tight. Like a
chicken’s ass. In my mind I call her ‘Chicken Ass Lips.’ Quite a
few times when I’ve seen her comfort Jenny when Jenny’s been
crying, I’ve heard her say, “I told you so. He’s not marriage
material. He’s damaged goods. His wife had to have left him for a
reason. There are other fish in the sea.”

Well, for a start my Dad is in the Army and doesn’t go to sea.
He’s a man and not a fish. And my Dad is not damaged goods. He has
all his body parts and they still work. My Mom left us because she
did not want me, not because my Dad was damaged. I want to tell
Jenny and her Mom these things, to make them understand, but
although the thoughts are in my brain, the words don’t come out of
my mouth. I don’t want them to think that my Dad is a bad man. He
wanted me, so that makes him a good man. Although I like Jenny, she
is not my Dad. She doesn’t love me like my Dad does. My Dad often
talks to me. He thinks that I can’t understand, but I do. When
Jenny is nice to Dad, he gets nervous. He believes that he has bad
luck, so only bad things will happen to him. So, if someone is nice
to him or something good is happening, it won’t last because of his
bad luck. Often, he makes jokes and laughs about his bad luck, but
I know that he doesn’t really find it funny. Inside he is hurting.
An aching pain like you get when your teeth are trying to push
their way through your gums. I don’t believe in bad luck. I just
think that my Dad is scared of good luck, that it will turn on him
and bite him.

It’s good we left Jenny behind. Towards
the end she kept hugging me so tightly, I thought she’d squeeze my
insides out like toothpaste out of a tube. And then I’d be all
hollow inside. If I was hollow, then Dad might not want me either.
She kept giving me sloppy wet kisses and telling me to be a good
boy for my Dad. I’m always a good boy, so I don’t know what she was
on about. But, now I have a worry in my head. Jenny said, “Leave
the boy with me, Chris, I’ll look after him while you’re
away.” This makes me
think that my Dad and I are not going to be together anymore and
this frightens me. Every time he leaves the room, I can’t help
myself, I start to cry.

“Okay Billy boy, Daddy is going to drop you
off at Nana,” smiled Dad
as he reversed out the drive and drove our heavily-laden pick-up
down the road. “You won’t remember Nana, she saw you last when you
were a tiny baby. She doesn’t know we’re coming, so this will be a
lovely big surprise for her. Now, you be a good boy with Nana, and
Daddy will come and visit you after a few months. Daddy has to go
to Korea with the Army, and you can’t come with Daddy this time.
But one day, Billy boy, we’ll be together again.” Dad patted my
head reassuringly like I was the neighbor’s dog, and I felt the
fear rise up inside me. I wanted to cry, but then Dad reached down
and picked up Mister Bear who had fallen on the car floor, “Here
Billy boy, Mister Bear is my love agent, and he’ll love you and
watch over you when I’m away. Every time you miss your old Dad,
just talk to Mister Bear, and he’ll pass on some of my love from
Korea. Geez, this is going to be harder than I thought.” Dad let go
of Mister Bear and wiped a tear from his eye. I just stared at Dad,
so that I could remember his face when he’s gone. Maybe if I can’t
remember what he looks like, then he won’t remember to come back.
So, I stared at him until I could feel my eyes start to
squint.

Nana was not pleased to see us. She told Dad that she had a life
and there was no place in it for a baby boy. “It’s not that I don’t
want to, Chris,” she said with an annoyed tone to her voice, “It’s
just that I don’t have the time. I have a very busy life, you
know.” Nana didn’t even invite us inside her house. Dad and I stood
on the path under the hot sun, with Mister Bear under my arm. It
felt like we stood for a long time with Dad and Nana just glaring
at each other and not saying a word.

“C’mon Ma,” said Dad angrily, “Billy’s your
own flesh and blood for Christ’s sake. Make the goddamn time. It wasn’t my choice to go
to Korea. Where the army sends me, I have to go. It’s my job and
what puts bread on the table. I’ll pay you. Send you some money
each month from Korea. You won’t be short-changed if that’s what’s
bothering you.” Dad banged my box of toys onto the porch with a
loud thud.

“Where’s the child’s mother?” asked Nana, looking my way for
the first time, and I could sense she was starting to give
in.

“Who the hell knows and who the hell
cares!” shouted Dad. “She didn’t want us. But you’re my goddamn family, my frigging
mother. Can’t you act like my mother for once in your life? Billy
is your grandchild. Oh for God’s sake! Don’t look at me like that!
Pretending he doesn’t exist won’t take away the fact that you’re a
grandmother!”

My Nana sat down in her chair on the wooden porch, “It’s
just that, Grandmother makes me sound so old. Okay, just for a
couple of months, Chris, but you make sure you send money and you
get the Army to either re-assign you or let him go and live with
you.” Nana looked at me and smiled, “Come to Nan, Billy, come and
give me a hug.” You know when people smile with their mouths and
their eyes stay like cold, hard, black stones like those you get in
the fish tank? Well, my Nana had eyes like that. Eyes that didn’t
smile. Eyes like my mother’s. Never trust a person whose mouth
smiles and their eyes stay cold. Those people think secret
thoughts. I held my Dad’s hand tightly and wouldn’t let it go. When
Nana reached for me, I started to cry.

“It’s okay, Billy boy. Daddy will stay with you at Nana’s house for
a few days to help you get settled. Then I have to go to Korea.
Here, let Daddy pick you up and put you on Nana’s lap.” Dad picked
me up and gently disentangled my hands that were clinging onto his
shirt. He gave me a kiss and put me on Nana’s lap.

“He’ll be okay, Ma. He just takes a while
to get used to people.
Poor kid has had a bit of a rough start, with his Mom walking out
and all.”

Nana was not my Dad. She smelled different and she sounded
different. When my Dad walked out the door with his big bag, I
started to scream. Nana picked me up and held me close. Then she
pinched me so hard, that I was so scared that I stopped crying. And
I vowed, that I would never smile until my Dad came
back.







Chapter 21

Chris

Korean girls are hot. Their tiny slim
bodies, pert little breasts, hey, more than a mouthful is a waste. And geez, can they
consume soju, the Korean rice wine, or what! You get the
ultra-conservative types, but the girls that hang around the bars
near the Army base, all they want is an American husband. Why, Lord
alone knows. American women don’t want American husbands. But,
these girls will do anything to try and get one. Maybe we are more
macho than the Korean men, we don’t have all those effeminate
hairstyles many of their men have. It could be because we treat the
women better, I don’t know. But all I can say, is that I’ve never
met girls who can party like these. Un-frigging-believable. Of
course most American soldiers have no intention of marrying one of
the girls. But, it doesn’t even take much leading on from the man’s
part. These girls make themselves available and they want it.
You’re a man. You’re away from home and family. You’re lonely. So
you take what’s there. Hell, we’re only human.

My first week in Korea, I couldn’t get the
haunted look on Billy’s face when I left him out of my mind. So I
drank soju like there was no tomorrow. I have no idea how I managed
to get through each work day. Maybe, because I didn’t give my body
a chance to even develop
a hangover. Rice wine tasted a bit like vodka, and was way, way
cheaper than vodka. Every night at the no-re-bang, which is a
Korean karaoke bar, was spent drinking, singing and having sex with
the Korean girls who followed us. I’m not sure what the other guys’
motivation was. For me, it was what I had to do to get my little
boy out of my mind. And then, just like that, in my second week, I
came to and decided to start the divorce proceedings. If Billy and
I were to make a good life for ourselves, I needed to get rid of
the baggage. Drinking myself into a stupor and having unprotected
sex might just end up causing more baggage we could ill-afford. The
detective I hired had traced Carly. Goddamn bitch was living in
Texas with one of my old colleagues. Sneaky bastard! I swore if I
ever set eyes on him again I’d kill him. Drinking with me, working
with me, and all the time, fucking my wife? Calling himself my
friend? Not many people you can trust these days. And that guy was
supposed to watch my back. Bastard. Mind you, they’re both so full
of the ‘sneaks’, they deserve each other, Carly and him. Now I just
wanted her out of my life forever, and to make sure that she could
never have a change of heart and try and claim Billy
back.






“Geez, I’ve never seen so many people before. Where do they
all live?” Chris stood up in the subway train, hemmed in on all
sides by people with their eyes closed, many listening to ipods or
just having a snooze until the train arrived at their station. “I
feel like I’m doing a sardine in a can impersonation.” Chris
laughed as he tried to move into a small space that had opened up,
to try and get more comfortable.

“Ah, you get used to it,” chuckled one of
the soldiers from the base. “Wait until you go to one of the sights
and get caught up in a tour group, all wearing identical baseball caps and following
somebody with a flag! This is nothing compared to that!”

Chris felt his phone vibrate in his pocket,
but he was so jammed in, that he couldn’t move his arm to get his
phone, without hitting some little old lady on the head. “Damn
phone is vibrating,” said Chris to no-one in particular, “Wonder
who the hell is trying to call me. Maybe the lawyer I’ve had to get
to handle the divorce.”

“Yeah, ex-wives always try and take you for
everything,” nodded the soldier to Chris’s left knowingly. “When
you get married, they promise you that they’ll never take you to
the cleaners. But something changes and the sweet woman you married
turns into a vindictive witch, determined to leave you destitute lying on some street
corner.”

“Ha,” laughed the soldier frantically trying
to hold on to the pole as the mass of people appeared to try to
push him away from the pole. “First the engagement ring, then the
wedding ring, then the suffering.”

Chris chuckled then pulled his mouth into a grim expression.
“Just like the bitch I married. Mind you, she doesn’t give a shit
and isn’t interested in taking me for everything I got. Christ, she
goddamn took it all when she walked out and left me with a six
month old baby. Left me the baby’s things and a bare mattress on
the floor to sleep on. Nah, I just want the divorce. The piece of
paper to say she is history.”

“Walked out?” asked the soldier, who had given up his fight to hang
onto the pole, with surprise. “Not many women will walk out and
leave a baby behind.”

“Well, this one did. She was a crap wife
and mother anyway, so good riddance. Hey, here’s our stop.” Chris
used his elbows to clear a space to push his way through the hordes
of passive people to get
off the train. Once on the platform, he took his phone out of his
pocket to see whose call he had missed. “Shit. It’s my Ma. What the
hell does she want? I’ve already given her money.”

“She looking after the baby?” asked the
soldier whose name Chris
could never remember.

“Unfortunately, yes. Not the best
arrangement, but the best I could do under the
circumstances. Not like
I had lines of people all wanting to look after a toddler!” Chris
looked at his phone and debated whether or not to call her back.
“Ah, she can wait. I’ll call her later. Probably just wanting to
whine again how she can’t go on a hot date with some geriatric old
fart to a bingo game because she has to look after my boy.” Chris
chuckled. “Actually, she’s not that old and she’d kill me if she
heard me calling her old. Okay guys. Get ready for the best Korean
barbecue served by the cutest waitresses.” Chris led the small
group of off-duty soldiers to a little Korean restaurant that he’d
discovered on his wanderings a few nights before. As he sat
laughing and joking with the other soldiers from the base, Chris
suddenly felt a loss of appetite. He pushed away his plate and
neatly arranged the chopsticks on top of it. The missed call from
his mother was beginning to eat at him. Far worse than he cared to
admit. Call it a sixth sense or gut feeling, but something made
Chris feel as if that call from his mom was not a good one. And he
dreaded the wait until it was time to phone her. Mentally, he
calculated the time back in the States, and decided that there was
no way he could sneak out and phone her. Because if she was pissed
to start off with, she’d be even more pissed if he phoned in the
middle of her night and interrupted her beauty sleep. Chris took
his phone out of his pocket again and contemplated taking a chance
and calling her just to get it over with. “No. Let the old witch
call me,” Chris mumbled to himself.

That night, sleep didn’t come easily to
Chris as he tossed and turned, replaying different scenarios as to why his mother had
called, in his mind. Then, just as he’d settled behind his desk
with a freshly-brewed cup of coffee, she called. No “hello” or
“howya doing,” just cutting straight to the chase. “You need to
pick up your boy the end of the month otherwise I’m giving him to
the authorities to put in foster care. Probably best place for him
anyhow. And why didn’t you answer your phone or call me back? It
could have been an emergency!”

Chris felt himself go faint, and then panic
begin to rise within him. He could hear his heart beat loudly in
his ears. A deafening, “Boom, boom, boom.” He cradled the phone
against his neck, and covered his face with his hands. This was
bad.

“Hello? Are you there?” Chris heard his
mother’s tinny voice ask.

“Yes, I’m here.” Chris spoke slowly,
carefully enunciating each word. “You said you would have Billy for
a few months. It hasn’t even been one month yet. Is he okay? What
the hell happened? What am I supposed to do?” Chris closed his eyes
as he felt a full-on migraine develop. There was no way he’d let
Billy go into foster care. Poor boy had been through enough
already. “No fucking
way. Over my dead body,” Chris mumbled out loud.

“What? You talking through your beard
again? Can’t hear you.” Chris heard his mother mumble to someone in the background,
and then clear her throat before continuing. “There’s something
wrong with that boy. He gives me the creeps. Just stares. Like the
Mona Lisa, his eyes follow you everywhere. Doesn’t say a word,
doesn’t smile. Just stares. And it’s like that bear is his Siamese
twin. He won’t go anywhere without it. It even has to sit on the
edge of the bath when he has his wash. Personally, I think he
should be put in a home. He’s a handicap. I did tell you I didn’t
have the time, but you insisted. Played the whole blood relative
thing. It’s just not working out. I want my life back, and I don’t
want this staring anymore. Seriously, it’s freaking me
out.”

“But Ma, my job...”

“Don’t ‘but Ma’ me, Chris. You made this
boy, you take care of him. You have until the
30th
to come and get
him.”

“But that’s a week away, Ma! Be
reasonable!” Chris could feel his fists begin to clench with frustration. He
suddenly felt so tired. Exhausted even. Why did everything always
have to be so hard? There was no way the Army would give him leave
again. They’d already given him leave because of Billy.

“Reasonable? You dare to talk of being
reasonable? You dump this little freak on my doorstep, and expect
someone my age to give up their freedom they’ve rightly earned to
look after it! The 30th, Chris.
Otherwise, I’m calling social services and telling them this kid
has been abandoned by his parents!”

Chris heard his mother slam down the
phone. With a sinking feeling, Chris glanced at his mug of cold coffee as he slowly
pushed his chair back, and went to go and do the only thing left
for him to do.







Chapter 22

Billy

My Nana doesn’t like me much. She thinks that I don’t
understand because I won’t talk to her. Long ago, I decided that
when people don’t like you, it’s best to keep quiet and just be an
observer. That way, you don’t give them any more reason to hate
you, if you’re not doing anything. If you don’t say anything, just
remain poker-faced, then they can’t argue with you or shout at you,
because it’s like they’re shouting at themselves. So, I watch and
it makes them uncomfortable. People hate being stared at.
Especially when you stare silently. My silent stare is my armor I
use to shut people out. It’s my protection. I think I’m like the
turtle I saw at the zoo in Louisiana. I have a hard shell and a
soft body which I have to keep hidden. If I expose my body, they’ll
take advantage of my lack of protection, and I fear that in my
weakened state I’ll be destroyed. My Dad needs me.

“Just got off that phone with
that boy of mine,” I
heard Nana tell her man friend, the one with the hair that grows
out of his ears. Dad always used to clean my ears with an ear bud
and said if he didn’t, I’d have cabbages growing in my ears. Maybe
Nana’s friend doesn’t clean his ears properly, that’s why the hair
grows out like bunches of carrots. Hairy Ears just grunted as if he
didn’t really care who Nana had been talking to. But Nana obviously
had something real important to say, as she didn’t let Hairy Ears’
grunt stop her. “I told him he has to get his kid by the
30th
of this month, otherwise I’m
putting the boy in foster care. Told him I have a life. No time in
my life for a toddler. Especially one that just stares and says
nothing.”

Nana glared at me, and I just stared back. But inside, I could
feel my heart smiling. My Dad was coming to get me, and I’m sure
he’ll take me far from this place. Far from Nana and her angry
glares. Far from the man with the bunches of hair in his dirty
ears. It’ll be just me, Dad and Mister Bear.






All day I sat in front of the window looking out at the road,
waiting for Dad to arrive. Nana had packed all my things the night
before as we weren’t sure what time Dad would come. Right after
breakfast, Nana left the house with Hairy Ears and drove away in
his red truck. Before she left, I heard her say, “I don’t plan on
being here when that loser son of mine arrives. I’m not in the mood
for conflict and arguing. What’s done is done.” So the old lady
from next door sat on the sofa knitting her grandchild a sweater,
watching me out of the corner of her eye, while I waited for my
Dad. I liked the old lady. She always gave me chocolate cookies
with big chips of real chocolate in them. It would have been nice
if she was my Nana, but she had her own grandchildren. Once, she
showed me their photos when I stayed over at her house when Nana
went out.

A car door slammed and the gate creaked on
its rusty old hinges. My Dad walked up the path to the door,
carrying his duffel bag in one hand, and a black plastic ride-on motorcycle in his
other. All of a sudden, the smiles I had been keeping locked up
inside me all the time Dad was away, forced their way out with a
whoosh! My smile was so big it made my cheeks ache, but it was
worth it seeing my Dad again. The old lady opened the door, Dad
came in, put his things down and held out his arms for
me.

“Billy boy! You’ve gotten so big! And
you’ve got more teeth! Wow! Look at that smile!” Dad picked me up and smothered me in
kisses. He looked at the old lady who’d put down her knitting. “So,
I take it the cowardly old bitch decided not to stay to welcome me
home. I guess I won’t be staying over for a couple of days then?
Tell her I said thanks for looking after Billy, and thanks for
making sure I lose my job. In fact,” Dad sounded angry, “Tell her
thanks for nothing. She’ll never see us again. Hope she has a nice
life. Sorry for you getting dragged into all this.”

The old lady gave an uncomfortable
half-smile and nodded. “You take care of that boy now. He’s a good
kid. Very quiet, too quiet, but a good kid.” She reached inside her
knitting bag and pulled out a bag full of chocolate
chip cookies. “Here Billy,
something for you. A goodbye present. So what are your plans,
Chris? What’ll you do?” I jumped down from Dad and ran to get the
bag of cookies.

Dad sighed. “Friend of mine is working at
a casino down south. He figures he can get me in there, help me get
a job. Kept my Ford
truck at a friend’s place while I was in Korea, so am planning on
taking a slow drive down south with Billy and myself. Do the trip
over a few days. Am not in a big hurry, so will take it easy, no
speeding. Spend some quality time with my Billy boy, eh?” Dad
tickled my tummy.

The old lady from next door nodded her
head in agreement and reached into her knitting bag and took out a
slab of chocolate which she passed to my Dad. “You’re doing the
right thing Chris, taking the boy away from here. Your Ma is not a
bad woman, but she’s no good for a good boy like Billy. She has
other interests she thinks are more important than her grandson and
I guess that’s her prerogative. He needs you, Chris. Take good care
of him. The chockie is to sweeten up your trip. Well, I’ll be going
now.” The old lady slung her knitting bag over her shoulder. “Drive
safely, don’t pick up strangers, and oh – your Ma said
to lock the door and just pull
it shut behind you when you leave.”

I looked up at Dad and he smiled at me and
tousled my hair. “Let’s get going, Billy boy. See, Dad brought you a motorcycle. Now you
be a good boy and ride on your motorbike, while Dad loads the stuff
into the truck.” Nodding my head, I ran to my motorcycle, sat on it
and tried to figure out how to make it move forward. No matter what
I did, the damn thing only moved backwards. Dad carried my boxes of
toys and suitcase of clothes to the truck. I’m not sure if he
wanted me to see him or not, but I saw him open Nana’s cupboards
and put some of her cans and packets of cookies into a garbage bag.
He opened the freezer and took out the bottle of Granny’s special
vodka which she always kept in there to stay cold, and stuffed it
into the garbage bag with the other groceries. Dad mumbled, “I paid
for the stuff, might as well take it.” Dad picked up his duffel bag
and the garbage bag full of groceries, and then he pushed my
motorcycle with me on it out of the house and shut the door behind
him. We never even said goodbye to my Nana.






Three hours later, and I’m tired of being
in a car on the road. Dad stopped at a gas station and bought a Sesame Street cd. But
now, he keeps singing along to it and his voice is giving me a
headache. “Lie down Billy, and sleep. Dad will wake you up when we
stop at the motel.” So I lay down just for a little while, rested
my eyes, and the next thing I knew Dad was shaking me awake. “We’re
here Billy. Our stop for the night. Wake up and let’s get something
to eat first, okay?”

Dad stopped in Kentucky and we saw some
dark caves. I didn’t find them scary as I like the dark.
I felt safe in the dark. Some
other little kids that stopped off at the caves with their parents
started crying though. Like wimpy babies, Dad said. We stopped off
at Graceland. “Home of the King,” Dad said, “He was one of the
best.” At Graceland, I was too scared to get out of the pick-up.
“Why are you a wimpy baby now?” Dad asked lifting up his one
eyebrow.

“There are lions there. They’ll eat me,” I
replied nervously chewing on a nail.

“Lions,” laughed Dad, “Lions? Where the hell
do you come with lions at Graceland?”

“You said. You said the King lived there. The Lion
King.”

“Oh God, Billy, you crack me up!” laughed
Dad as he lifted me out of the pick-up. “No lions here, not that
kind of king! Elvis Presley. Here, let Dad carry you.”

We crossed the Ohio River and saw big
barges floating down. From the bridge we saw a paddle-wheel
churning the water. “Want a ride on a boat?” Dad asked. I shook my
head. Who knows what monsters lived in that dark deep water. I
clutched Mister Bear. Maybe I was a wimpy baby after
all.

I never thought I’d say this, but I’m
tired of milkshakes, fries, burgers and cookies. That’s all I’ve
been eating and drinking on this big road trip of ours. If Dad buys
me more at the next stop, I think I’m going to throw up. The last ones are still sitting
in my throat and never moved down to my stomach. It’s like, one of
yesterday’s burgers, probably the one that was overcooked and
difficult to chew and tasted like recycled cardboard, has jammed
itself inside me blocking all movement too and from my stomach.
Maybe that’s why some of those men have big bellies like they have
a baby inside. Only, they have burgers blocking up their works,
making their stomachs expand like that. The next time we stopped at
a gas station and I went into the rest room with Dad, I stood
sideways and looked at myself in the mirror. Luckily, my stomach
still seemed flat.

After what seemed like days and days of
driving and sleeping in motels with lumpy pillows and squeaky beds, Dad said, “Been
thinking. Billy boy. Maybe I didn’t do right by Jenny. You remember
her?” I nodded solemnly. “Well Billy, we are nearly at our
destination and I’m thinking of stopping by Jenny’s place and
saying hi. Sort of, surprise her.”

I looked out the window and said nothing.
Sometimes, I get bad feelings about things. I had a bad feeling
about Jenny. Maybe the surprise was not a good idea, Jenny had been
quite angry when we’d left. Her mother had been beyond angry. So
angry, that I was scared she might hurt Dad and me. Although,
nobody can hurt my Dad. At least not on the outside. My Dad has big
strong muscles. He can lift me up and carry me on his shoulders. As
we pulled into the driveway of Jenny’s mother’s house, I bit my
lip. Dad switched off the car and reached into his duffel bag to get a red silk dress he
must have bought for Jenny in Korea. Jenny’s mother opened the
front door of her house. She stood with her arms folded and had her
‘chicken ass lips’ expression while she waited for Dad to climb out
of the car.

“Well looky here. Look what the cat dragged
in. I suppose you think
you are going to be able to use and abuse us again, and dump us
when something better comes up,” Jenny’s mom sneered. The curtain
in the living room moved and I’m sure I saw Jenny peeping out.
“Well Chris, you have another think coming, because Jenny is
engaged to be married. To a decent feller, not someone over-laden
with baggage like you. Someone, who appreciates her and doesn’t
lead her on with false promises. You’re nothing but a bag of wind.
A loser. A waste of space, oxygen thief.” The woman licked her lips
like she was a cat licking the milk off its whiskers. “Now, jump
back into your little truck and reverse right out my drive and
don’t dare set foot near us again!”

Dad didn’t say a word. His face turned red
and he jumped in the truck, started it up and reversed out the
drive, just like Jenny’s
mom told him to, the
tires smoking as gravel flew all over the real estate as my toy
motorcycle rammed into the bulkhead. Jenny’s mom ran from the
flying gravel as it peppered her. When he got to the end of the
drive, Dad threw the red dress out the window and onto the
road. Peering over the
dashboard, I could see Jenny’s mom’s sharp little white teeth, like
one of those Jack Russell terriers, in a snarl. She looked like she
might bite. Without thinking, I bared my teeth back.

“Fucking bitch,” Dad mumbled, as he swung
out into the road.







Chapter 23

Chris

Don’t you just hate it when someone
assumes something, when it was never something that even entered
your mind? People tend to ‘read between the lines’ or ‘connect the dots’ or whatever,
and come up with a conclusion that you yourself never considered.
Well, the idea might have fleetingly crossed your mind but you
dismissed it as impossible. Then they take it like a dog with a
bone and gnaw at it until it’s all shredded and no longer resembles
anything you know. Or, like an artist with a blank canvas, they
embellish and add more and more exaggerated brushstrokes until that
idea becomes a reality in their mind. It’s like, why do women
assume that when you are bonking their brains out and shagging them
stupid on a regular basis, maybe even semi living together, that
that means you want to marry them. How can regular sex be
synonymous with marriage? How do they make that leap? Why can’t a
relationship just be fun? Because as soon as women get fixated on
marriage, it’s the end of the relationship. It becomes serious, and
the pressure kills all the fun. If marriage happens, it happens,
but it shouldn’t be the end goal like so many women make it. Like
Jenny and her mother. I never said I wanted to get married. And
definitely, made no promises. For God’s sake, I was already married
and I’d made that clear from the start. She was under no illusions,
she knew the status quo. But still, in her mind she made that leap
and assumed. And when her assumptions didn’t come to pass, she
erupted. Like a frigging dormant volcano suddenly shooting ash and
lava everywhere. Maybe not so much Jenny, but definitely her
mother. Women. Hard to read, hard to understand, but something you
can’t live without. And now Jenny’s mother, shouting at me in the
driveway like I’m some piece of shit, in front of my son. How bad
was that?
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