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    Birthday Boy


  


“Happy birthday, dear Johnny, happy birthday to youuuu!”


“Yay! Make a wish, Uncle John!” He did.


“You gotta help me, Jenny-poo.”


John pulled his niece closer, and together they blew out the five candles on the cake. She hopped and clapped. He squeezed her arm.


“The big 3-0,” said Bob, John’s brother.


John ignored him. “Six years for each candle,” he explained to Jenny. “Six. One is for you!”


“I want this one,” she said, and pulled the one embedded in the most chocolate.


John looked at her with a smile and nudged her shoulder.


“You know that was my candle,” he joked.


She pursed her lips and extracted the chocolate before handing him the candle.


John looked at it with mock disdain. “Well, it’s too late now,” he said. “Besides, you slimed it already.” Jenny giggled.


“Sit down over here, Jenny,” said Nancy, her mom.


“You guys didn’t have to do this,” said John, while appreciating that they did.


“Well, it’s not like your girlfriend is going to throw you something,” said Bob.


“Huh? A girlfriend?” inquired Jenny.


“Don’t listen to him,” said John defensively.


A mild breeze wafted across the patio as Nancy cut the cake. She made sure John got the biggest piece. He didn’t really want the cake, but enjoyed celebrating with his brother’s family—his family, in fact. She added a scoop of ice cream for good measure. There were certain occasions when he loved ice cream. He took a bite of cake and looked over at Jenny sitting next to him. Do kids not know how to get food into their mouths? Frosting decorated the corners of her smile. She still looked like a doll, with her blond hair almost parted to the side. More blond than him. Nancy didn’t have blond hair, so John concluded Jenny came out almost entirely on his side of the family, although he thought he could see some features that vaguely resembled her mother. He couldn’t tell if Jenny’s eyes were blue, like his, or blue/green. There was Mom’s side, right there. Her eyebrows were so light that they were hard to see at a distance. They were very expressive, though. Her lips were thin, although the bottom one seemed a little bigger. She had John wrapped around her finger with her smile, and didn’t need all her teeth to do it, either. He took a little frosting and dabbed it on her button nose. Don’t all kids have button noses? He wondered how someone so seemingly frail could be so full of energy. She left the frosting there, displaying it to anyone who would look.


“Hey man, want to go to Pete’s tonight?” Bob asked.


No, not particularly.


“Sure, I’m down for a few.”


“Alright. We’ll do some shots, man.”


John’s aversion to drinking extended to having a round at Pete’s, a rundown dump of a bar Bob had adopted.


At a glance, John and Bob looked like brothers cut from the same proverbial cloth. John had a conventional short haircut, but Bob kept his clipped like a Marine. He had been, and still looked like one. They both had chiseled features, with square jaws and sculpted cheeks, but Bob displayed it as a symbol of his manhood and John wore it like a museum piece. He managed to stay relatively fit, despite his sedentary job, a contrast from his brother who remained in top military shape. He could have gone back into the Marines that day if he had to. The gulf in fitness level served as a motivator for John to workout more often.


Bob’s marriage to Nancy had come as somewhat of a surprise to John, given how his brother used to carry on about the type of women he preferred. She dressed tastefully but conservatively, and her features were plain in John’s estimation, not somebody he would necessarily prefer himself. Of course, he didn’t have anybody. She came across as very pleasant, but seemed too authoritative with Jenny for his liking. Not mean, but more like a no-nonsense mom. Anybody being authoritative with Jenny would have come across that way. Her perfectly normal parental behavior skewed John’s perception of her appearance.


Jenny’s smile confirmed the deliciousness of the cake. She ate with an open mouth, like she ate everything. Sloppy, but cute from John’s perspective. She dropped a morsel onto her shirt, a pink short-sleeve with a sparkly elephant, the one he got for her birthday a few months before.


“Don’t spill your food, Jenny, you’re going to attract ants,” her father admonished.


She looked down and retrieved the morsel, carefully placing it back on the paper birthday plate. John winked at her to let her know she hadn’t done anything wrong.


Bob talked about some sporting event while John played footsie with Jenny. Sports were interesting, but something else had his attention at the moment. When Jenny was around, the stresses of the world seemed to fade away. He adored her and considered himself fortunate that Bob and Nancy allowed him unlimited access. They had exceeded every benchmark of excellent parenting, as evidenced by Jenny herself, Nancy’s loving tyranny notwithstanding. He clamped down on Jenny’s foot with both legs.


“—shot at the buzzer—Jenny, are you kicking Uncle John?” her father asked with faux authority. He knew they were playing.


“No!” She needed a napkin.


“You better be good. He’s the birthday boy,” he playfully ordered.


“Yeah. I’m the birthday boy. You have to be nice to me,” added John. They were ganging up on her.


“I was being good. You were kicking me,” Jenny said to John, but directed at her father.


“No, I was minding my own business here, and you started doing this—” He clamped down harder on her foot.


“Daddy, he’s doing it,” she protested. John let go.


“Are you going to get me in trouble on my birthday?”


“Yeah. You’re in trouble!” she answered with a beautiful, messy smile.


John smiled back, enjoying the exchange. Birthdays didn’t get any better than this. Not for him, anyway. He returned to the sports conversation with his brother.


“Yeah, I’ll check out the highlights, man. Sounded like a good game.” John had his ankles crossed, and Jenny rested her feet on him.


“If I get some tickets, do you want to go?” Bob asked.


John wondered if Jenny could go too.


“Sure.”


Going to a ball game with Bob sounded like fun, but Frisbee in the backyard with Jenny would have been even better. Still, John enjoyed doing things with his brother, and looked forward to the possibility of attending a game with him.


After the cake and ice cream, Jenny needed her face cleaned, and her mother took her inside. It gave Bob a chance to smoke, a dirty habit all the more baffling considering his fitness level. John periodically lectured him, to no avail. He sat back and took in the familiar surroundings. The deck featured a patio furniture set and a barbecue. Many a good steak had been cooked on that barbecue. Helium balloons were tied to the backs of the deck chairs, with a Happy Birthday banner draped above. A small yard and a tarp-covered pool rounded out the scene. They didn’t have a gift for John, although Bob offered to get him drunk later. He didn’t care about drinking, but he would hit the bar occasionally just to hang out with his brother. They were very close, and when Nancy came along, she understood John came with the package. Neither brother wanted to be away from each other, and even shared an apartment before she came along. Bob’s house was his house, and vice-versa.


Nancy came out and sat on Bob’s lap. He put out the cigarette in a bucket of sand nearby. The balloon tied to the back of the chair loomed over them.


“Livin’ the good life, Johnny,” said Bob.


John knew what he meant. Bob didn’t want his brother to end up alone, and attributed laziness to his current status. He had more confidence than John, and tried to instill some of it into him periodically. Discussing it in front of Nancy made him feel uncomfortable, although they no doubt talked about it when they were alone. Did Bob expect him to just reach into a hat and pull out the perfect woman? His brother could always channel his aggression to find women that were a good match for him, and he made more money, and—John couldn’t think of any more excuses at the moment, but if he could, they would have been valid as well.


“Good for you,” John said with ambivalence.


“We were thinking Jenny might like a little brother or sister,” said Bob.


“Really?”


Being an only child could have posed some social challenges, but between school and a few girls who lived on their street, Jenny enjoyed plenty of time with children her own age. But Bob and Nancy thought it might be nice if she had a sibling in the house with her. It might be nice for them.


“Yeah. Have a kid to play ball with, and that kind of thing.”


“Jenny will play ball with you,” Nancy said to her husband.


“You know what I mean. A guy I can knock around a little.”


“Knock around?”


“You know what I mean.”


John felt some relief the conversation had moved away from his situation, but it didn’t last long.


“You need some kids, Johnny.”


“You only have one.”


“That’s where it starts.”


“Bob, I don’t have any money for that, assuming there was an available woman willing to have my kid.”


“That’s the wrong attitude,” his brother lectured.


“Do you mind if I borrow your kid for fulfillment?”


“Sure, but—that’s what I’m talking about, Johnny. You’re a natural. Jenny’s nuts about you, and you know how to handle her. You need a wife and some kids.”


“What about the girl who lives downstairs from you?” Nancy asked.


“The one with the walker?”


“No! The younger girl.”


John thought about the neighbor Nancy referred to. She appeared to be single, but he had never spoken to her.


“I don’t know—”


Jenny burst through the patio door with a paper in her hand.


“Uncle John, happy birthday!” she said, and handed him the paper, a crayon drawing of the park he and Jenny would go to periodically. The child on the monkey bars had to be her, and the tall stick figure on the side appeared to be him. John’s heart melted. The scene clearly meant something to her, and she had immortalized it.


“Oh, the park!” he said. Jenny hopped up and down with glee that John recognized the scene. “Monkey bars, and—hey, do I look like that?”


Jenny gave him a shrieky giggle. She always shrieked when she laughed.


He held up the picture and moved it back and forth. “You know, I look pretty handsome there.” His hands were shaky. What a gift!


“That’s me,” she said, confirming John’s assessment.


He feigned straining his eyes. “Hey, that is you!” She gave him a big smile. Another gift. “Oh, sweetheart, thank you so much.” He hugged her. “I’m gonna hang this on the refrigerator, and everybody’s going to see it! So awesome, Jenny!” He didn’t want to let go, but he did.


Nancy smiled. Jenny had a great uncle and a free babysitter. John didn’t mind. He loved being with Jenny, and when they needed a few hours, he readily volunteered to watch her. Although Bob pushed John to find something fulfilling to do with his life, Nancy appreciated Jenny had a trusted babysitter she loved. Her smile lit up the patio. He might not have been a natural, but maybe he knew something.


  
  __________***__________



John and Bob went to Pete’s later to do the shots that were promised. Nancy let the brothers have their moment and stayed home with Jenny. She didn’t care to do shots, anyway. When Bob took her out for drinks, it wasn’t at Pete’s, a moderately sized bar that fit the definition of a watering hole, featuring a few pool tables and some dart boards. Bob particularly enjoyed the darts. The bar stretched along the rectangular-shaped establishment, and the dartboards were in the back.


“Top that,” Bob said after making a throw, and gulped down a shot.


John made his attempt and missed badly. He hit something, just not what he aimed at.


“I just have to get warmed up here,” he said, and took a sip from his glass.


There were two rough looking biker-type guys sitting at the bar, and John felt uneasy. They weren’t bothering anybody though, and he continued his game with Bob. The whiskey loosened him up a little, although he limited himself to small sips. His turn came up again, and he decided to show off.


“Watch this,” he said to Bob, and attempted a behind the back throw with the dart. It went wildly off course, and zoomed past one of the bikers, a leather-clad behemoth who obviously lacked a sense of humor. The look on the guy’s face alarmed John. He didn’t want to interact with those guys at all.


“Oh, sorry, bro,” John said to him. “Did I get you?”


“You wouldn’t be standing if you did,” the guy answered. He gave John a malevolent look.


Bob came over. “Is there a problem?”


“Might be,” the guy answered.


“It was an accident, man.” Bob stared at him.


“Mind your own business,” the guy said, returning the stare.


“I’m making it my business,” Bob retorted, and stepped towards him.


Both bikers had stood up by the time the bartender came over.


“Hey. Take it outside.”


The guy motioned with his head to Bob, who didn’t need an invitation. John wanted no part of it, but would unquestionably back up his brother. Besides, he set the whole thing off with his antics.


“Let’s thump these clowns,” Bob whispered to John, and headed for the door.


John didn’t want to go to the bar earlier, but couldn’t formulate a reason why. Well, now he had one. They headed out, with the bikers right behind them. The four squared off in the parking lot. Bob had his target, leaving John stuck with the other guy. The bartender, who also served as a bouncer, stepped outside.


“Take off, man,” he said, speaking to all of them.


John trembled with adrenaline as he sized up his would-be opponent. The guy definitely had the advantage over him physically, and Bob would have his hands full with the other guy. That’s assuming any brawl would be that neatly packaged. They might even have weapons. John felt shaky and internally admonished his brother for getting them into the situation. Technically, he initiated this mess, but thought it could have been diffused inside. He didn’t know that though, and prepared himself to do whatever he had to do to make sure Bob only had to deal with one of them. The bikers apparently saw it as a three-on-two situation, which it would have been, and after a barrage of unrepeatable insults, backed away and left. Turns out they actually were bikers, but fortunately didn’t brandish any weapons. They got on their hogs and left in a cloud of smoky rubber. The bartender turned towards Bob and John. He had his hand on his hip in a posture that suggested something, given the circumstances. The bikers may have noticed. They took the hint and left themselves, but Bob would be back another time. He knew the bartender, and although they weren’t friends, were familiar with each other.


“We had ‘em shakin’, Johnny,” Bob said, as they got in the car. It had John shaking. Bob seemed to see it as fun and games. John figured it was the Marine he hadn’t gotten out of his system, although he couldn’t recall when Bob had ever feared anybody. The shots did nothing to mitigate his bravado, either.


“Hey, I’m not ready to call it a night. Want to go to that bikini bar over here?” Bob asked.


“What would Nancy say?”


“Nancy’s not here,” Bob replied, glancing over to explain.


John had no interest in going to another bar. He wanted to go home and admire the picture Jenny had drawn for him. Besides, the anger over Bob almost getting them killed by some bikers hadn’t subsided. He either had to toughen up, or Bob had to drink less. Or both.


“Sure, let’s do it,” he said.


They went to the place, and John reminded himself to go easy on the drinking. He had plenty at the last bar. The flashing neon outside suggested a tawdry establishment to the casual passer-by, but looked relatively classy on the inside, with Pete’s being the benchmark. Bob’s description of a bikini bar turned out to be inaccurate, although the servers were wearing outfits designed to encourage drink orders. The establishment had a hands-off policy though, with security to remind the patrons in case they forgot. The vibe felt more formal than Pete’s, but had a pleasant ambiance and felt safer. John relaxed as the tension of the near brawl died down. If Bob felt any stress about what happened at Pete’s, he didn’t show it, and focused on the landscape of pretty servers, although he didn’t do anything other than observe. John figured it was the Marine he hadn’t gotten out of his system.


Bob stood up and pointed down at John. “Birthday boy!” he said to a nearby server. She came over and presented a drink to John with an attenuated happy birthday. Bob made it worth her while.


“You need something like that, Johnny,” he said, sitting back down.


“Well, I got it, didn’t I?” John retorted.


“You know what I mean.”


“Slim pickings, Bob.”


“What about that chick you were working out with last year?”


John utilized the gym at work for a while and developed a friendship with a young woman he met there. Her friendly nature attracted him, but as far as he could tell, it extended to everyone.


“She belongs to the world, man.”


“Ah. Well, keep looking, Johnny. You’ll find what you’re looking for.”


They enjoyed their evening a while longer before calling it a night. John appreciated Bob’s hospitality, and looked forward to seeing him again, as usual.


John got home, his head buzzing from the drinks. Although nothing ultimately happened, the near fight at the bar bothered him. He didn’t care for drinking and used the incident to solidify his conviction. It intermingled with the more pleasant experience at the bikini bar.


Jenny’s drawing sat on the coffee table. He picked it up and plopped down on the sofa, placing his feet on the table. Jenny the artist. The drawing became more beautiful the longer he looked at it. She took time out of her day to make that little masterpiece for him. He stared at the drawing and could feel himself on the park bench, watching Jenny play on the monkey bars. That would have been more fun than the evening he just had. He would much rather be at the park with Jenny, or having cake and ice cream with her at his birthday party. He enjoyed being with his brother, but their idea of fun differed significantly. Jenny was fun. Her smile was fun, and her child-like innocence was fun. He laughed to himself. Jenny was the most fun Bob ever came up with.


John went to the refrigerator and utilized a magnet he had gotten when he went to Las Vegas with Bob and Nancy before Jenny came along. The perfect spot for the picture, where everyone would see it. He didn’t have many visitors to his small apartment, but when Jenny came over, she would see it for sure.


He went into the bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror. Bob’s words rang in his head.


You’ll find what you’re looking for.


John had less confidence than his brother did. He would have been happy to have a girlfriend, but thought about how that would affect his time with Jenny. She exemplified everything good about the world, and she seemed to feel the same way about him. He hoped so. John had been there since day one, and fell in love as soon as he saw her. Still, it might be nice to have a significant other. Assuming somebody out there could make him feel like that. No, not make him feel anything. Somebody who exuded an aura of joy that enveloped him. Bob seemed happy, even if he felt the need for an occasional bikini diversion. Maybe he could end up with a scenario like that. He couldn’t think about it too deeply. His head still buzzed.


The evening faded away, although the bar incident nagged at John. How much more fun would it have been to do coloring books with Jenny? Or Frisbee in the backyard? Or have her ride him like a horse as he crawled around the living room? And his brother and Nancy were there. Those were good times. His family. There were more good times on the way, and in the meantime, he had received a gift he would always treasure. Not even the bar incident could taint how he felt about that. John called it a night.






  

    2


    The Chocolate Debacle


  

  
Bob and Nancy had their own schedule, and along with Jenny, had their family-related activities, but always welcomed John when they were home. He wanted to be close to his brother, as he always had been. Bonus, he could be close to Jenny, too. Bob had something planned at the end of the week and invited John.


“So, we’re going to have poker night with the boys tomorrow. Over here.” He rattled off a list of familiar names. Bob’s friends were always friendly with John. Still—they were Bob’s friends. “And Nancy.”


John wasn’t interested, although he did go for such scenarios periodically. It sounded as appealing as their bar adventure the week before, albeit without the threat of violence.


“I don’t know, Bob. I’m kind of hungover from last week. You know I’m a lightweight.”


Bob moved closer and lowered his voice. “Yeah, I’m a little hungover from the bikini bar myself!” They both laughed.


John held his stomach for no reason. “Yeah, I’m just not feeling it, Bob. Sounds like fun, though.”


“Alright.” Bob had an idea. “Hey, since you don’t want to come, do you mind taking Jen for the night?” All Bob had to do was ask. “We can put her to bed, but there’s going to be noise, and cigars, and that kind of thing. If you want to take her—”


John would be happy to take care of Jenny for the evening, although the thought of being solely responsible for her welfare always made him a bit nervous. Still, he wanted to see the look on her face when he showed her the drawing displayed on the refrigerator. She would be so proud. Maybe as much as him.


“Yeah, I’ll take her.”


The next day, John got off work and rushed home to take a quick shower. He wanted to look his best for his evening with Jenny. As he drove to his brother’s house, he thought about walking the distance if he had to. It would be a significant trek for little Jenny, though. Fortunately, her limo awaited.


He pulled into the familiar driveway of the house that felt like a second home. A much larger second home. He knocked on the door, as he always did, and Nancy welcomed him in, as usual. Bob had the card table set up near the patio door, and bowls of snacks lined the kitchen counter. John noticed Jenny on the patio playing with an emaciated helium balloon from his birthday. He stepped outside.


“Hey Jenny, whatcha doing?” She wore jeans and some other shirt with a sparkly animal on it.


“The balloon is almost falling down,” she explained.


“Well, don’t let go,” John warned. “It’s going to go up and hit an eagle, and then he’s going to be mad.” Jenny acted like she believed him. An eagle would have dismantled that thing. “No, sweetie, I’m just kidding. Let’s take this inside, though.” He changed the subject. “You ready to come to my house?”


She nodded, and he guided her through the patio door. With her balloon. Nancy appeared to be ready to prepare something in the kitchen.


“Just hang out, John. I’ll make her something to eat before you go.”


“I’ll feed her,” he offered.


“Are you sure? I can make her something right now.”


“No, I’ll make her something.” He turned to Jenny.


“Hey Jen, do you want to have dinner with me?”


She nodded. “What?”


“Oh, I don’t know. Cereal, popcorn.” He motioned to the patio door with his thumb. “Eagle—”


“Eagle?”


John laughed. “No, sweetie, we’ll have something good.” He helped himself to a mini-pretzel from one of the bowls.


Bob came over and motioned to the table.


“Room for one more,” he said.


“I have a date,” said John.


“Alright. Be good, Jen,” he said to his daughter. She fought to keep the sagging balloon in the air.


Nancy had retrieved a small overnight bag for Jenny, along with a jacket.


“Just her pajamas and toothbrush—that kind of thing.”


John took the items with a nod and turned to Jenny.


“Ready, Jenny-poo? You want to take your coloring book or something?”


She still had the balloon. “I want to take this.”


“Jenny, that thing can’t even stay in the air,” John argued.


“We can put air in it,” she countered.


“Well, that has special air that makes it float. Regular air won’t work,” he explained.


“Okay, we can get special air to put in it.”


John lost the debate, as he frequently did with her, but he didn’t mind. Things had a way of working themselves out.


“Alright, Jen. Bring the balloon. I have a special surprise for it, anyway.”


John bid adieu, and they were off, with Jenny oblivious to the fate awaiting the balloon. He strapped her into the car seat with the struggling mylar next to her and started the short drive to his apartment. Jenny filled him on the day’s activities at school, the highlights and drama intermingled with each other. It all sounded pretty normal to John, with most of it being positive. He enjoyed hearing her descriptions and the changing tone, depending on the subject. She sounded cute and innocent. That’s how he liked her.


They got to the apartment, and John released Jenny. She grabbed the balloon, and he grabbed the bag and jacket, and they made their way to the second floor, the balloon struggling with every step. John walked behind her. If she should happen to fall, he was the backstop. He wasn’t overly concerned, but the tinge of anxiety over being responsible lingered.


“Hold the railing, Jen.” She did with her free hand.


The real danger was her tripping over the laboring balloon. They reached the apartment and went inside.


“Home sweet home,” John said.


“Home sweet home,” she mimicked. He put her items in the bedroom and quickly returned.


“Hey! I want to show you something.”


He guided her to the kitchen and pointed out the drawing on the refrigerator. She craned her head to get a look. It gave John the opportunity to get the balloon out of her hand. He set it on the counter, giving it the rest it desperately needed, then picked her up so she could be eye to eye with her masterpiece.


“Huh? How about that? Makes the whole house more beautiful!”


Jenny stroked the picture with her fingers, as if seeing it for the first time. He gave her a little squeeze. They both admired the picture for a moment. She looked around the kitchen as if gauging how the work of art fit into the décor and spotted a box of chocolates on the counter. Someone at work had given it to John for his birthday. He set her down, and she walked over. Her little fingers gripped the counter, and she peered on her tip-toes to get a better look.


“Chocolate,” John said, and handed her the box for inspection.


“Ooh, I like this one,” she said, pointing to one of the images on the box.


He leaned over and put his arm around her. “Oh yeah, that looks good.”


“And this one!” she said, pointing to another image that didn’t look much different from the last one.


“Even better.”


She handed the box back to him. The look on her face pleaded with him to open it. He set the box back on the counter.


“Hey. You want to help me make dinner?” John asked. “We’ll go to the store and get potatoes, and… and fish sticks, and… broccoli…”


“Broccoli?”


“Or something. You need vegetables, young lady.” She wasn’t sharing John’s enthusiasm. He didn’t want to feed her junk because they already had some for dessert. He squatted down to her height. “How about we make dinner together, and after… we have chocolate?”


“Yeah!” she said excitedly.


John didn’t realize he had conflated dinner and chocolate.


“You want to make dinner with me?” She happily nodded. “Okay. Let’s go.”


As they drove to the grocery store, John periodically glanced at his VIP in the back. He never had a car seat and didn’t care for how Jenny looked restrained in such a manner. But it wasn’t for his benefit, and he drove extra cautiously with her to boot. Double protection.


They got to the store, and John found a spot reasonably close to the door. Some little girls and an adult were near the entrance, selling cookies. He thought Jenny might like to be part of such an organization. No, they would have her selling cookies, begging strangers to buy something. That didn’t sound like fun. Jenny wanted the cookies, though. John noticed.


“We have chocolate, Jen.”


She could have persisted without saying a word, and John would have buckled, but they made it inside without his wallet being any lighter. He grabbed a hand basket, and they headed to the produce section.


“How about some broccoli?” Jenny grimaced at the cookie/broccoli contrast. “I like broccoli,” John said, and put some in the basket. He could get her to eat a few bites. They walked over to the potatoes, and he chose two large specimens. She wasn’t going to starve on his watch.


As they walked, John pondered the main course. He mentioned fish sticks earlier, and didn’t overthink it. They got to the frozen section. The fish sticks were waiting, and he grabbed a box.


“Fish sticks,” he announced.


“How come there’s no eyes?” Jenny asked.


John wasn’t sure how to explain without being gruesome. He squatted down.


“So this is what happens. These fish go to heaven, and we get fish sticks. Their eyes are up there.” It might be true.


“Their eyes are in heaven?”


“Yes,” John confirmed. “And the tail, and their horns.”


“Fish don’t have horns!” she said.


John scanned his mind, trying to find an example in order to correct her. He couldn’t think of anything.


“No. Except the rhino fish. He has horns.”


“The rhino fish?” She sounded so innocent.


John felt bad. “No, sweetie, you’re right. Fish don’t have horns. They have sticks!” he said, and put the box in the basket.


They had plenty for dinner and headed to the register. John spotted some grape juice as they walked down the beverage aisle. She liked grape juice. There were also packages of straws attached to a clip nearby. She liked straws, too.


They got into a short line, although John would have been happy to shop with Jenny all day. She perused the candy rack as they stood there, stroking one of the selections as if some magical flavor would come off.


“We have chocolate, Jen. Better than that,” he said.


She seemed satisfied with his honest assessment, and they made their purchase. As they exited, Jenny looked at the boxes of cookies that were begging her to take them home.


“We have chocolate. Do you want to have chocolate with me? I want chocolate.” John did his best to try and make the chocolate sound more appealing.


“Chocolate and cookies!”


“You would make a great cook. How about we start with chocolate first?”


His appeal had enough impact to get them back to the apartment.


Jenny’s ability to help with dinner only extended as far as she could reach, but John gave her tasks so she would feel they were doing it together. They were. Jenny set the nook in the kitchen. John ordinarily used the coffee table for his meals, but tonight was special. She carefully set the table, piece by piece. John didn’t want her near the fire, anyway. He steamed the broccoli, microwaved the baked potatoes, and had the fish sticks cooking in the toaster oven. It smelled good to John. He looked at the nook. The setting was lovely. Crooked, but lovely. The balloon lay there in silence as they engaged in playful conversation until the meal was ready.


John set the food on the table. Jenny stood there, occasionally glancing at the counter. He saw what she was looking at.


“Do you want some juice, Jen?”


She nodded. “Juice,” she said, and walked over as if expecting to help. She couldn’t reach anything.


“Sit down, sweetie. I’m going to get it. With straws.”


She took a seat in the nook, and John got the drinks. Grape juice with a straw. He sat down next to her and gave her a little bump with his hip.


“Okay, dinner is served!”


Jenny sat expressionless and stared at the steaming bounty before her. John loaded her plate with a large potato, a few stalks of broccoli and five fish sticks. He held one up to her.


“No eyes.”


John started to eat, but Jenny sat there for a moment. He noticed her eyeing the box of chocolates.


“Sweetie, you have to eat something first. Then we’re going to have chocolate.” She picked up a fish stick less than enthusiastically. “We’re gonna have chocolate, but you have to eat something first.” His logic fell flat, so he tried a different tack. “Don’t you want to eat with me?” he asked in the most pitiful voice he could conjure.


She took a bite of the fish stick. Clearly, she didn’t want fish sticks. She nibbled on the fish, poked at the potato, and wouldn’t touch the broccoli at all. No wonder the kid was so skinny. How did Bob and Nancy get her to eat? 


It suddenly occurred to John that he had so overloaded her plate she would never finish eating. It must have looked like a broccoli landscape to her.


“Let’s do this, Jen.”


He took her plate and removed most of the food, putting it on his own plate. The look on her face bid good riddance. He left her with the remnants of the fish stick in her hand, a small portion of potato, and a spoonful of broccoli. Certainly she could get that down.


“Eat that, and then we get chocolate.”


The task was less daunting for Jenny, and she managed to get down everything except the broccoli. No amount of prodding from John had any impact. At least she ate something.


John did the cleanup while Jenny explored the apartment. She could do whatever she wanted as far as he cared. She seemed in a much better mood after the meal, which raised John’s spirits. They were already high, but a beaming Jenny enhanced the effect. Bonus, he fed her a nutritious meal. Happy and healthy. As he loaded the dishwasher, he heard a thump, significant enough for him to stop and search for her. He came around the corner as she exited the bathroom.


“What was that noise, Jen?”


She looked at him as if she were in trouble. “I fell down.”


John went to his knees and examined her. “Are you hurt?”


She shook her head. “I fell on the bathroom.”


John looked her over. He didn’t see any bumps or bruises and went into the bathroom to look for signs of injury. The toilet wasn’t flushed. Ah, she fell. He made a mental note to get her a step stool and came back out.


“Jen, if you need help, I’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll close my eyes and put you up like that.” He made a motion. “Did you wash your hands?”


She didn’t reply, and John took her back in to help her wash. If the toilet was too high, she certainly couldn’t reach the sink. She stood on John’s shoes for a booster and washed her hands, following his directions. Soap and everything. He followed her out, and she skipped into the living room. That’s how he liked to see her.


He finished cleaning up in the kitchen and came into the living room, wiping his hands with a towel. Just checking on her. She had a look of anticipation on her face. He raised his eyebrows and smiled, and she responded with a little dance. John wasn’t sure what kind of beat could possibly match her movements, but it looked cute. She had forgotten about the balloon. He tossed the towel over his shoulder in the general direction of the kitchen and joined his niece, plopping down on the sofa and putting his feet on the coffee table.


“Ahhh. That was a good dinner.” Jenny stood there and looked at him. He glanced over at her. “What?” A frown began to darken her face, but John cut it off at the pass. “Oh! That’s right!”


He jumped up and headed to the kitchen. She followed him. He picked up the towel that had missed whatever counter he aimed at. The box of chocolates had a protective sealer, and he removed it before going back to the living room, with Jenny right behind him. He sat down and placed the box on the table.


“You want a napkin, Jen?”


She nodded, and he went back to the kitchen to get one for both of them. No tail this time. By the time he got back, she had the box open, doting over the chocolates. John didn’t mind. She looked very cute. He sat down, and they examined the chocolate together, with Jenny’s perusal being more comprehensive.


“This one!” she said, choosing the one she had singled out on the box cover earlier. She looked at him as if asking for permission. That, or bending him to her will.


“Go ahead.”


She took the piece from the box, a fairly large chocolate with white squiggles across it. John thought it unlikely she would finish it.


“How about me?”


Jenny looked happy to choose a piece for John. He had full faith in her candy-choosing expertise and didn’t question her credentials. All smiles.


“A toast, Jen,” he said, and they tapped their chocolates together. He took a bite of his caramel-filled treat. “Mmm,” he said, looking at her.


She took a bite of hers and confirmed the tastiness of her selection.


“Mmm,” she mimicked. Her Mm sounded much cuter than his.


They sat back and enjoyed their treats. Some of the chocolate missed its mark, and Jenny had a little on the side of her mouth. He made a motion to suggest she wipe it away, but her efforts made it worse. He smiled. She became more talkative than she had been during dinner, and John happily engaged in Jenny-level conversation with her. Whatever she said interested him, even if he didn’t care what she said. Well, he always cared.


To John’s surprise, Jenny finished the piece of candy. The part that actually made it into her mouth.


“Look at you, lady,” he said, and wiped her mouth with a napkin. Got most of it, anyway. She looked at the box, then at him. Definitely bending him to her will.


He glanced back and forth between her and the box. Despite not saying anything, she made her wishes clear.


“Go ahead, sweetie.”


She slid forward and chose another piece before sitting back, closer to John this time. His reward. He turned on the television and looked for a program they both could tolerate. Animal shows were universal, and he left one on. It didn’t matter to John. He would rather watch Jenny eat chocolates, anyway. She sure could pack it down, considering her size. He put his feet up on the table.


“Uncle John!” She sounded stern.


“What?”


“Don’t put your feet to the chocolate!” she lectured.


“I’m not near the chocolate, Jen.” She still looked stern. “Alright,” he said grudgingly, and took his feet down. She smiled.


“Look at your face,” he said. It looked like it usually did when she ate. He removed some chocolate from both sides of her mouth with his fingers.


“What’s this?” he demanded.


“Eat it,” she said, even more demanding.


He licked one of his fingers, making sure not to actually consume anything. Fish sticks mixed with chocolate didn’t sound palatable.


“Mm, tasty,” he said.


Jenny congratulated herself with a laugh because she got John to obey the command. Now she planned to up the stakes, and put her partially eaten chocolate to his lips.


“I don’t want that crap,” he said. He admonished himself for saying crap in front of her. She didn’t seem phased. “Be right back.”


He went to the kitchen to get himself something to drink.


“Are you thirsty, Jen?”


“No.”


John got himself something and returned to the sofa. Jenny’s piece of chocolate had grown. He looked at the box and noted one less chocolate in the box.


“Your teeth are going to fall out if you keep eating that candy,” he warned. She gave him a big grin. Too late. 


Jenny wasn’t inclined to sit around and watch television, and began walking around the small apartment, examining nondescript things, and dancing around the room. She jumped on the sofa and used it as a trampoline.


“What are you doing, Jen? You want to sit here and watch TV with me?” John asked. He didn’t care if she jumped around, but didn’t want her to get hurt.


She went to her knees and hopped over to him. He lightly pushed her over. She got back up and jumped up and down from her knees. He grabbed her arms and positioned her next to him, mechanically placing her hands on her knees. She was kicking her legs, so he reached down and crossed them at the ankles. He positioned her head towards the television.


“There,” he said triumphantly.


John sat back with his arm around his girl. Nice. As he watched television, he felt her finger touch his lip. He looked at her. She snickered with her version of hee hee.


He raised his eyebrows. “What are you doing, lady?” He got a mischievous smile in response. Back to watching TV. Her finger touched his lip again. He moved his eyes towards her while keeping his head forward. Still that smile. His eyes went back to the TV. Her finger touched his lip again, but this time, he clamped down and trapped her for a moment. It had a mild chocolate flavor. She easily pulled her finger away.


“I’ll eat you like a lion,” he warned.


“You’re a turkey!” she said.


He was appalled. Hopefully, he wasn’t a turkey to her.


“A turkey! I’ll show you a turkey!”


He grabbed her lightly and tickled her stomach. She shrieked and moved out of range, pushing at his arm with her feet.


“Alright, lady,” he said with mock authority.


She smiled as she moved her shoe to his face.


“Why are you putting that dirty shoe in my face?” he said while playfully swatting her away.


“He!” Still smiling.


He looked back at the television again, knowing what was coming. As her leg came up, he grabbed her ankle and pulled off her shoe and tossed it away, barely missing the remaining candy. He took a firm hold of her ankle and tickled her foot. She shrieked and squirmed to get away. Hopefully, the neighbors weren’t getting all this noise. As her toes wiggled in vain, he concluded she needed a bath. She broke free in his moment of analysis and ran to the kitchen. She turned and flashed a big smile. He sat and looked at her haughtily, debating how riled up he should get her. She crept towards him, and he made a motion to get up. She ran back to the kitchen. He sat down, giving her a look that let her know she wasn’t out of the woods. She crept forward again. He waited for her to get closer. She took another step, and he jumped up in pursuit as she turned and ran, barely making it back to the kitchen.


“This is what turkeys do!” he said as he caught her.


“Noooo!” she screamed through laughter. Escape was impossible.


“This is how we roll, lady,” he said, and picked her up by the midsection. She giggled with delight as he carried her like a football back to the sofa. He dropped her down and grabbed her ankle, lifting her upside down. She swung her free leg wildly, and he grabbed that too to avoid a face kicking. After swinging her like a human pendulum, he dropped her carelessly onto the soft sofa and sat down.


“You’re making me tired, woman,” he said, and fell back, resting his head on the arm of the couch. He put his hands behind his head and feigned sleep. Maybe it was true: no sugar for children in the evening. She seemed alright though, just wild.


“Uncle John,” she said with annoyance. He knew she couldn’t stand being ignored for long. Not in her current condition.


Even with his eyes closed, he could tell she was standing over him. He opened one eye.


“What?”


She giggled, and he closed his eye. Still there. He could feel her breathing on him.


“You know what I’m thinking?” he asked, opening both eyes. She stood there with a smile, waiting for an answer. “This!” he said, and wrapped his arms around her.


She shrieked as he got up and spun around in the middle of the room, stopping when he started getting dizzy. He set her down, and she bumped the coffee table hard, clearly dizzy herself.


“Oh, sweetie, are you okay?”


“Whoo!” she answered, making it to the sofa. Other than the vertigo symptoms she seemed fine.


John sat next to her and looked over at nothing, with the idea she might think he looked at the clock that wasn’t there.


“I think it’s almost time for bed, sweetie.”


“Nooo,” she whined.


“Yeah, sweetheart. Do you want to take a bath before bed?” He thought hot water might cool her off.


“No.” Smiling.


“You smell. Like a turkey.”


“You smell like a turkey,” she said indignantly. Still smiling.


“Well, I am a turkey, remember? Want me to help you?” he asked. He certainly would, and didn’t wait for a reply. “C’mon.” He carefully stood her up, but her leg hit the coffee table again with a thump. “You okay, sweetie?” John figured she couldn’t sustain much more battering.


She nodded and danced around like only she could. Hot water. 


John ran the water and utilized some bubble bath Bob and Nancy had brought over a few years before. Soap didn’t expire. A quick rinse in the shower might have been sufficient, but bubble baths were for special occasions. He tested the water for the ideal temperature and depth, although he had to guess at both.


“Okay, Jen, go ahead,” he said as he came back into the living room. She seemed much calmer compared to a little while ago.


“I can’t go by myself,” she informed him.


“Oh. Why not?”


“You have to stay in there.”


“Me?”


She nodded.


“Is that okay?”


She nodded again.


John felt uncomfortable. “Uh, okay. I’ll stay with you.” Although he had seen her running around in diapers many times in the old days, this felt awkward to him. She expected an adult to be in the room, and he was it. He contemplated whether she actually needed a bath. She needed clean socks for sure. He could just pull the shower door across and give her all the privacy he wanted.


They went to the bathroom, and John observed the throne he would be resting on. She could wash herself. Besides, she seemed more sullen. Maybe she was tired. How could she not be? She raised her arms, waiting for him to pull off her shirt. He knew she wasn’t going into the tub fully clothed, but thought she could do this part herself.


“You want me to help?”


She put her arms down. “You have to help me.”


“Oh, uh, okay. Here we go.” She just stood there.


“You okay, sweetheart?” She didn’t say anything. “Wanna brush your teeth first?” She shook her head. Something wasn’t right. “What’s wrong, Jen?”


She had a look of distress on her face. “My tummy hurts,” she said semi-legibly.


John deciphered tummy and touched the area for no reason. It obviously didn’t fix the problem. He knelt down and looked at her. Her little frown reflected more than just annoyance at something.


“You want to lie down, sweetie?” he asked softly. She didn’t respond, other than with the distressed frown. “C’mon.”


John put his arm around her and escorted her to the bedroom. After helping her with her pajamas, he sat her on the bed. He thought he detected a moan as he picked her up.


“Okay, sweetie, let’s get under the covers. You’ll feel better tomorrow.” With his assistance, she complied, and he gently tucked her in. She looked more pale than usual, alarming John. What do you do with sick kids? Take them to the hospital? 


He felt her forehead. No fever. What does a fever feel like, anyway? Her eyes were closed, and he turned off the lamp. The light from the hallway beamed in, and he went to remedy that.


“Uncle John,” she said weakly.


He quickly went back to her side.


“What do you need, Jen?”


She looked as if she were going to cry. She sat up and stared ahead for a moment, then vomited on the blanket. John backed away initially, but returned to her side, putting his hand on her back. She coughed at the end of the episode and began to cry.


“Oh, Jenny,” John said with sympathy. He kissed her hair. She threw up again. He gently stroked the back of her head with his fingers until she finished. She started crying again.


John rolled the dice and figured there wasn’t anything left in her stomach. But if she was still sick in the morning he would take her to the emergency room. He removed the soiled top blanket and balled it up, tossing it into the corner. The room had an aroma that wouldn’t benefit Jenny.


“C’mon, sweetie, we’ll sleep out there.”


He picked her up and carried her to the sofa, gently laying her down. She looked helpless. He ran back to the room and retrieved an unsoiled blanket and a pillow. She hadn’t moved in the ten seconds he was gone. Fortunately, most of the mess missed her, and a damp paper towel took care of what ended up on her pajamas. He made her as comfortable as he could, placing the pillow under her head and bunching up the blanket on the edge to keep out the cold air. Her eyes were closed, and he kissed her forehead. No fever, he guessed.


He turned off the light in the living room, but left the hallway light on so they wouldn’t be in total darkness. John wanted to observe her in case—he had no idea what to observe, exactly, but he wanted to keep an eye on her. He sat on the end of the couch. She appeared to be sleeping, anyway.


John kept a vigil the rest of the night, going to her side if she moaned or made any other sound. He would stroke her hair softly and whisper soothing words in an attempt to mitigate her discomfort. The sight of his angel in such distress made him feel ill. He didn’t know what else to do and prayed for her recovery, despite not being religiously inclined. When he wasn’t at her side, he sat and ruminated on what could possibly be wrong. She was perfect when she got there, and now she wasn’t. He had done this to her. What would he say if he called Bob and Nancy? Hey, I just wrecked your daughter, you want to come pick her up? He didn’t realize Nancy would have figured it out in five minutes. She couldn’t be that sick he reasoned, attempting to give himself a respite from self-flagellation. But something happened after he picked her up. He thought about the box of chocolates and confirmed the rumors about sugar and children. Hopefully. But he would still take her to the doctor in the morning if she hadn’t improved. He based his gamble of wanting to wait partially on denial, but more on not wanting to find out there might be something seriously wrong. He admonished himself for his self-concern. What did it matter how he felt? What she felt mattered.
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