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To Yiota—For providing encouragement, love, and support. And for putting up with my shit for eleven years.

You’re a saint.
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Prologue

I was pouting, a glum expression I had been wearing all morning. My arms were folded over my stomach and I was slumped in my chair, looking like a petulant teenager as I waited to be called to the principal’s office.

Ahead of me was a small child, no more than ten or eleven, fidgeting like his pockets were full of firecrackers. His mother sat next to him, looking worse for wear and watching all of his movements out of the corner of her eye as she read an upside-down copy of a Wonder Woman comic. The kid was well dressed, his clothes neatly ironed, his collar turned down, but she appeared to have dressed herself in bed. Her clothes were tattered, ripped, and so stained it looked like she’d been caught in the middle of a food fight, while her hair resembled a neglected Chia Pet.

She stared at her child, a look of contempt, misery, and murderous intent in her eyes. It was the look of a woman who regretted not raising her child the right way. The look of a woman who wanted to spend some quality time with that child, just her and him, but couldn’t think of any activity besides a murder-suicide. The kid was moving so fast he was almost vibrating. She looked like she was ready to pass out from the stress of everything. Although she might have been suffering from motion sickness.

“Kieran, straighten up. Look smart!” a voice beside me ordered, swatting at me as if I were a fly.

I turned to face my mother, twisting my petulance into a look of disdain. She had clearly been studying the partially comatose mother and her entirely irritating child. I knew how her mind worked, and I knew she had spent the last few minutes comparing herself to that mother and comparing me to that child. The obvious age gap wouldn’t have concerned her.

She had always insisted she didn’t care what people said or thought, but she would go out of her way to give people reason to say and think good things. It didn’t matter who they were or whether they were paying attention. She wouldn’t answer the door in her robe, and while she wasn’t quite snobbish enough to refuse to eat at McDonald’s, she did insist on getting dressed up for the occasion.

She also refused to fart, burp, or admit to any other bodily emissions in public. That’s not to say that she didn’t do those things, because she most certainly did; she just didn’t take responsibility for them. My father had become so accustomed to taking the blame for public flatulence he had admitted to everything from dog farts and squeaky chairs to a bad smell wafting from a nearby Turkish restaurant. Whenever he heard it, whenever he smelled it, he gave my mother one cursory glance, assumed she was guilty—she has one of those faces—and then held up his hand to claim ownship.

My mother wasn’t a bad person, nor was she vain or self-centered in any way. She just had a habit of comparing herself and her family to everything she saw on TV and in film, focusing on the impossibly kind, loving things that she saw in dramas, action, and romance flicks, and conveniently ignoring the trashy behavior shown on reality TV, talk shows, and other trash television—also known as real life.

That was the reason my father tried to avoid watching soppy films with her, because whenever she saw a man do something romantic for a woman, she became angry that he had never done anything like that for her. At the end of Titanic, following a lengthy argument, and as several dozen moviegoers looked on, he had to promise her that if their cruise ship ever capsized and the ice-cold waters didn’t kill them immediately, then he would do as the protagonist had done and sacrifice his life for her. Although, by that point he was annoyed, embarrassed, and ready to go home, so what he actually said was, “Yes I’ll let your fat ass have all the life raft to yourself, even if there is enough room for the both of us.”

“Straighter,” she instructed as I tried and failed to match her standards of sitting.

I corrected my posture and straightened up. My mother then turned briefly to the woman opposite, smiling a content half-smile before turning back to me and nodding proudly. We showed her, that look said.

I rolled my eyes. Life had taken a strange turn for many of us over the last few years. My dad had retired and turned his life into an endless cycle of playing golf and complaining about the home owner’s association. My friends had become involved with married life, having children, and trying to get as much free time as they could—which they used to get as far away from their marriage and their children as possible. And my mother had turned into Mrs. Grundy.

“Why am I here?” I asked her.

“You know why,” she said cryptically.

“If I knew, why would I ask?”

“Because you like to ask questions and be annoying.” She paused to scan an assortment of outdated magazines on an adjacent coffee table. “You always have,” she added before casually picking up a tattered magazine on interior decorating.

I’d always been told that an inquisitive child was an intelligent child. But it was my father who told me that, and he usually followed it up with, “But you ask a lot of questions, and look how you turned out.”

I grumbled a note of discontent and then turned to face the front again, just as a handsome young woman walked out of a nearby room and strode toward me. She was wearing a formal suit with a skirt and black tights. Her legs seemed to stop at her neck, which was hidden by a tall, open collar. He hair was pinned into a ponytail and although she was smiling, she didn’t look very friendly. She wouldn’t have looked out of place in a fetish catalogue, posing in a leather costume as she gripped a man’s testicles and waved a terrifying contraption at him.

“Mr. McCall?”

I nearly jumped out of my seat when she said my name. I had hoped she would walk straight past me, that she was part of my imagination and my guilt, or that she had stumbled into the wrong building on her way to an orgy. The expectant look on her face told me otherwise.

With my hands unconsciously safeguarding my crotch, I stood and greeted her with a meek smile. She gave me a sharp nod and then turned around without uttering a word. I looked at my mother expectantly, as though waiting for her permission, but she shrugged in reply. I looked at the door, seeing the bright morning light streaming through the glass-paneled entrance. It beckoned me into the parking lot, into the open air, into freedom, but just as my excitement increased, the image of freedom was replaced by my mother’s face, popping into view.

“Don’t you dare,” she warned, her eyebrows raising so high I thought they would disappear into her hairline. She then whispered, “You’re embarrassing me,” while glancing at the stressed mother opposite. The poor woman had paid no attention to anything this prudish woman said. She hadn’t heard a single word and probably didn’t care either. She clearly had other things on her mind and was probably contemplating suicide that very moment, even as she stared at a poster that advised against it.

I sighed, lowered my head, and then followed the psychologist into her office. This wasn’t the first time I had seen a psychologist. I had even spent time in a psychiatric hospital, an episode that led me to my beloved wife, Lizzie, but things had changed a lot since then. After marriage, and after spending time doing all of the things that married couples do—arguing, shouting, bickering, making up, arguing—things had taken an ugly turn. That was why I was now staring at the straightlaced features of an expectant psychologist, preparing to tell all about the breakup and the happy times that had preceded it.

I was in my mid-twenties, and although life had been a roller coaster ride in my early years, the last few had been plain sailing. I had no career to speak of and moved from odd job to odd job. I always ended up with positions I didn’t want, bosses I hated and, as a result, contracts that barely lasted to the first paycheck. Aside from that, and from a few minor blips elsewhere, life had been kind. Great, even. But then, just a few weeks ago, the nightmare that was my adolescence had returned.

“From what your mother has told me,” the psychologist began, “you have quite the story to tell.” She spoke with a smile curling the corners of her lips. She found it amusing and that annoyed me, but in truth I couldn’t blame her. Many people had found my version of events amusing, but my wife, her family, and I didn’t find it very funny at all.

“You could say that,” I said meekly, before settling back and preparing to tell her a story that I dreaded reciting.
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Prenatal Hogwash

“Having a baby is a big deal in anybody’s life. It’s a time of great change, of great reward, and of great healing.”

She had an infectious smile. She probably thought it made her look saintly, but it actually made her look simple. That’s the problem with nirvana, with a state of ultimate divinity and wisdom—it’s always a few wrinkles away from the smile of a stoner who just found a melted Kit-Kat in his pocket. The only reason it’s so infectious is because it’s hard not to smile at someone when they look at you like that, even if you’re secretly wondering whether their happiness comes from a life of bliss or from a bottle of blue tablets the doctor said would keep the voices at bay.

“It is a time when many people become one, when many bodies combine and many hearts merge, creating two big and lovely balls of fun.”

I smirked and looked around to see if anyone else had heard that, but they were either asleep or pretending to be. I turned back to the front, letting out a gentle sigh. Beside me I could hear Lizzie’s soft breathing. She hadn’t spoken a word for nearly twenty minutes. She hadn’t cried, hadn’t screamed, and hadn’t threatened to leave me because I cheated on her in her dreams. That’s the thing with pregnancy; yes, a baby can be a great thing—or so I’ve heard—and yes, it can make a family complete, but the process of acquiring one makes me doubt that it’s worth it.

I adore watching the World Cup, I adore bacon cheeseburgers, cold beers, and lazy sunny afternoons, but if someone told me they could give me all of those things if I just tortured myself for nine months and made everyone around me miserable, I’d tell them to get lost. It got so bad that I’d spent the last few weeks waking up at 6:00 a.m., quietly sneaking out of the house and spending the day at Starbucks. When Lizzie thought I was at work, I was drinking an unhealthy amount of caffeine and harassing hipsters. I told myself that I did it because I was ashamed to let her know I’d lost my job. Again. She still thought I worked at the local newsstand, which had fired me for what they described as “gross incompetence.” I had lost a lot of jobs in the last few years. Even in the last few months. I had been perpetually late. I had fallen asleep on the job. I had insulted customers (albeit accidentally; I wasn’t to know she wasn’t pregnant). This time, I thought I was actually doing the right thing. I hadn’t been paying attention when he was showing me how to work the till, so I took the initiative, worked everything out in my head, and kept the money under the counter. In the end, we narrowly avoided being robbed, only to discover I was terrible at math and that we’d been robbing ourselves all morning.

The bank of Mom and Dad kept me going from failed job to failed job. They kept Lizzie out of my hair and ensured we would still have enough to look after our baby when it finally arrived. But life had been a struggle and, as much as I liked to believe otherwise, it wasn’t going to get any easier.

I didn’t want to put too much pressure on my son-to-be, but he had a lot to live up to.

“It is also a time—”

I grumbled under my breath, an instinctive sound borne of frustration. Everyone was too high on their own spirituality to notice me. Even the teacher at the head of the class didn’t look up. I lowered my head until my chin touched my chest and prayed this nightmare would be over soon.

Her name was Mrs. Divine, or so she said. Before the class began, I had asked her what her first name was, and the vacant expression she gave me suggested that she had either forgotten it or she was trying to make one up on the spot. Her entire lesson seemed to have been made up on the spot, loosely based around “helping” a few expectant parents cope with their imminent bundles of snot, puke, and curiosity, but more focused on separating them from their hard-earned money.

A sickly sweet incense burned nearby, prickling the back of my throat and making every swallow taste like Christmas. Smoke hung in the air and I got the impression that every fetid breath of burned wood had already passed through the lungs of everyone else in the room. The curtains were shut, the lights off, but what seemed like a million candles burned away, adding to the toxicity of the air and throwing odd and ineffective lights around the room. It seemed like a waste. Candles don’t come cheap, and beeswax candles are even more expensive. For a woman who prided herself on being in touch with nature, she was doing a very good job of burning half of it. And she could have gotten the same effect by turning on a light and plugging in an air freshener.

The candles had bugged me since we arrived. They were the main reason I hadn’t been able to absorb myself in the class like the others had. One of my many, many previous careers involved selling handmade candles out of a pop-up store. I hated myself for it. The store popped-up, stunk up the mall, and then disappeared, leaving one guilty employee, dozens of broke customers, and a smell that lingered for years.

The candles weren’t the only reason I couldn’t absorb myself in the class. It didn’t help that the teacher had the demeanor of someone who couldn’t make it through a sentence without having a stroke.

“But it is also a time for personal reflection, for looking within yourself and for finding your beating soul, and your pulsing whole.”

I rolled my eyes and checked my watch.

The lesson was supposed to last an hour, and in that time you were supposed to “take a step toward enlightenment.” But it was nearly halfway through and I was still none the wiser. It was supposed to be a class to help first-time parents embrace their children and their rapidly changing lives, or at least that was the spiel written on the leaflet. So far we’d just sat on our asses, listening to a hippie who made as much sense as a Glaswegian astrologer. I hadn’t sat with my legs crossed since elementary school, when they inexplicably made us sit on a hard and dusty floor while some extraordinarily boring teacher read announcements that had no bearing on any of the three hundred children and their rapidly developing hemorrhoids.

My ass had been killing me for weeks, around the same time I realized the only peace I got was when I was on the toilet. I’d let Lizzie believe I was constipated just so I could spend a good hour sitting on the toilet reading comic books, but then karma decided to fuck with me by giving me hemorrhoids and guiding me toward the only hippie in the world who didn’t own a fucking beanbag. I spent my days on a hardwood chair in a coffeehouse and my nights trying to sneak into the toilet to feign constipation.

They would have been fine in most situations, but stuck on a solid floor for an hour was not one of those situations, and I knew that if the lesson dragged on any longer, I could be joining Lizzie in the hospital—as they removed a bundle of joy from her, they’d be trying to force a bundle of much less joy back into me.

She was due in a week, but it still amazed me how they could know such a thing. I didn’t trust my local hospital one bit; too many horror stories, too many problems. And if they could confuse a cold with cancer and struggle to perform surgery without leaving half of the surgical table in the patient, how could they be so precise about pregnancy?

“It’s fine, stop worrying so much,” Lizzie had told me.

That’s also what the nurses had told me when I expressed my concern about the birth itself, and about me being there. They told me everything was going to be okay, that many weaker men than me had made it through. Which I struggled to believe on several counts. In their infinite wisdom, they then decided to tell me all the things that could go wrong, things I had never even contemplated and would have been happy to remain ignorant to.

“Do you know you’ll shit yourself?” I had said, releasing my shock on Lizzie as soon as we arrived home from what had been a check-up for her and an eye-opener for me.

“I won’t really shit myself,” she had said. “But I will go to the bathroom, if that’s what you mean.”

“On the bed, as you give birth.”

“Yes.”

“You have a very strange definition of what a bathroom is.”

They also asked me if I wanted to keep the placenta. Several months prior to that, I might have said yes, always reluctant to turn down a freebie, but then I found out what it was. If keeping the placenta had been mandatory then I would have canceled the birth there and then.

“Some people eat it,” they had told me. “Some people preserve it and keep it for when their kid gets older.”

Of course, and some people also sleep with their siblings and shoot their parents. The fact that some people like to eat their own placenta does not tell me it’s normal; it only confirms my suspicions that people are fucking insane. It is a waste product that leaves the human body, something that serves its purpose and then departs. There is no difference between that and the crap you leave in the toilet bowl every morning, and in my opinion, if you don’t eat that, then you shouldn’t eat placenta, and if you do eat that, then why not, go for it, because eating placenta would clearly be the least disgusting thing you’ve done all day.

The pregnancy had been a crazy experience overall, and one that had us both on our last legs, but it was nearly over. Just a week left and then the baby would come and the ordeal would be over, with another, greater ordeal taking its place. But at least there would be more satisfaction, at least there would be an end result, because after a long day, we would see a cute and dimpled little smile, or hear a sweet little laugh. Whereas after a long day during pregnancy the best I could hope for was a nuclear fart that threatened to strip the wallpaper and end life as we know it.

This class was another part of the crazy experience. There had been prenatal classes, parenting classes, and pre-pre-pre-school classes, the purposes of which still baffled me. It was like being back in school. Mrs. Divine’s class was one of the most tedious of them all, an endless torrent of bullshit and cinnamon-scented smoke.

Lizzie was happy, though, and I liked to think that I was happy because she was happy, but if I mirrored her moods then our house would look like a scene from a poorly written Hallmark drama, one where tears of joy and tears of sadness were the same thing, and where the acceptable response to running out of peanut butter was to break down and declare that life was not worth living anymore. Our life had been like a soap opera—just as surreal, just as needlessly dramatic, and just as irritating. Some men say that pregnant women are beautiful, that they glow, but only because they’re worried about the ramifications of telling the truth.

“Now, are we all sufficiently relaxed?”

Mrs. Divine clapped her hands, a signal that woke up the legions of victims around her. They all opened their eyes, fixing placid smiles on their faces as they did so. The smiles were fake, they had to be. If candles, incense, and bullshit was that effective then there would be no need for drugs.

“How was that?” Mrs. Divine asked, surveying the room with a smile that never faded. It was a curious smile—not quite utter contentment, not quite deviousness, but a strange mixture of mischief and delight, like a toddler who’d just farted and was listening to his parents as they blamed the dog. If what they say is true, that if you make faces and the wind changes then they’ll stick, then Mrs. Divine had been doing something very unsettling on a very windy day.

“That was fantastic,” one person lied.

“It was, it really was,” another insisted with a nod.

It was like they wanted her approval, like they were fighting to be the biggest idiot in the room. One of them, a very annoying woman who hadn’t shut up since we arrived, was clearly the happiest and the most content, or so she wanted everyone to believe.

“I was so deep in a trance, I was so gone. It was amazing.”

She clearly enjoyed being the center of attention and excelling at everything, even if there was nothing to excel at. But the irony was that her husband, a man who looked as downtrodden and as suicidal as they came, actually looked like the one who had enjoyed it the most. The melancholy had all but vanished from his eyes. The last thirty minutes had probably been the only peace he’d had in years.

“And you?”

I was looking at the content man, as happy for him as he was for himself. I didn’t really know his wife, but she was one of those people you immediately hated, so I felt great pity for him. Only when he turned to me did I realize that Mrs. Divine was talking to me and that the class was waiting for an answer.

“Excuse me?”

“Did you enjoy yourself?” she asked, the smile still there.

“Did I enjoy myself?”

She nodded patiently.

Did I enjoy myself listening to you prattle-on like a hippie with an agenda while I tried not to choke?

“Yes,” I lied, jumping into the pen with the other sheep.

“You didn’t look very relaxed,” she noted.

I shrugged. “It’s been a difficult few months. It’s hard for me, what with the pregnancy an’ all.”

I heard Lizzie clear her throat.

“And her,” I added. “It’s probably been hard for her as well.”

Mrs. Divine nodded, Lizzie sighed.

Mrs. Divine gave Lizzie a long and sympathetic look. She clearly didn’t have kids, so she probably couldn’t relate. I’d learned that the only people who were actually excited about children, and the only people who were optimistic about their arrival, were those who didn’t have them or had never met them.

Mrs. Divine piped up again. “It’s a hard time. There’s a lot of stress, a lot of uncertainty, a lot of pain, suffering, and sleepless nights.”

I nodded. “And don’t forget the hemorrhoids.”

Lizzie was silently shaking her head as Mrs. Divine gave her another sympathetic look. “You have hemorrhoids, Lizzie?” she asked. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“No, I’m the one with the piles,” I told her, wondering why the attention had so suddenly and so rudely shifted to my wife. “And you’re right, it is a hard time and there is a lot of stress, I mean she thinks—”

I felt Lizzie nudge me. “Kieran, she wasn’t talking to you, she was talking to me.”

I turned back to the teacher. “Really?”

Mrs. Divine nodded.

And to think I was beginning to like you.

“The birth of a child is a hard time for the father, as well,” she said in my defense. “It is a time of great uncertainty, a time of great—”

I groaned again, feeling another lecture coming on. I checked my watch for what felt like the hundredth time, and I tried to drift away, but not successfully. The annoying woman and her downtrodden husband had their say at one point; she tried to convince everyone that not only had her pregnancy been the worst ever, but that her doctor had declared her to be a super specimen who was capable of birthing a million babies. Or at least that was the gist of it. Her husband’s role in the relationship was clear: he was there to sit still and be quiet until his wife nudged him and said, “Isn’t that right, Frank?” at which point he came into his own with a nod that said yes on the outside, but screamed kill me on the inside.

Another couple looked like they were carbon copies of Mrs. Divine. They both wore equally creepy expressions and told everyone how their baby would be born with no drugs, no needles. They also made a point of telling everyone that they didn’t trust hospitals. I was with them on the last one, but I had a feeling that drugs played a bigger part in their lives than they were letting on.

Another couple sitting next to us looked more like father and daughter than man and wife. He was touching sixty and she looked around the same age as me, which was more than half his age. I have no issue with such discrepancies; I just found it odd. I could see the appeal for the man, and a small part of me, the masculine part—which was often overshadowed by the part that liked sweet scented shampoos and moisturizers—was proud of him, but what did she get out of it? The fact that they were having a baby was also odd. His retirement years would be spent changing diapers and wiping shitty asses. On the plus side, when the kid hit his or her late teens, they could return the favor.

Seeing so many relationships made me happy that mine and Lizzie’s was as sane and as normal as it was. Fair enough—we did meet when we were children, ignore each other for many years, have a fling as teenagers, and then bump into each other as adults in a psychiatric hospital—but everyone has their quirky stories. Life was crazy then and it was even crazier before then, but she calmed me down—she centered me, as Mrs. Divine and her slack-brained friends would probably put it. Life had been fairly uneventful since our marriage. We were happy together and—

I heard a noise from Lizzie and felt her grab my arm. I yelped, gaining the attention of everyone in the room. While I was in the process of hiding my embarrassment and thinking of an apology, they all turned to Lizzie, looking alarmed. I followed suit and saw the fear and the pain on her face and the sweat that had quickly formed on her brow. Her entire body had tensed up.

“Kieran, I think we need to go.” She looked down, directing my attention to the liquid that had soaked through her dress. She had wet herself before, a few drops from laughing too hard, and a few more when the act of wetting herself made her laugh even more. But this was different. I was prepared for this.

I’d worried about her going into labor early. I’d worried that it would happen when I was out, and that I wouldn’t be there to help her or to stop her from having the baby on the kitchen floor. I’d worried that it would happen in the dead of night, when I was too tired to function. I’d never imagined that a premature birth would be anything but inconvenient, but as I saw the gaping stares of many silent parents, and the worried expression of Mrs. Divine—who had finally lost her divinity—I realized that there was no better time, because it meant I wouldn’t have to endure another second of this tedium.

I grabbed Lizzie by the arm and helped her to her feet. “I’m sorry,” I told them all, even though I really wasn’t. “We’re going to have to scoot.”

“No, no, of course, please—go!” Mrs. Divine panicked.

We rushed out of the room and out of the building, puffing and panting all the way with Lizzie doing her best to waddle at speed. I didn’t drive and Lizzie was in no fit state. We had taken a taxi to get to the class and managed to hail one to take us to the hospital, as well. The driver was fairly nonchalant about the whole ordeal, looking like a man who regularly drove heavily pregnant women to the hospital. I got the sense that if we were stuck in traffic, he would roll up his sleeves, say, “Let’s have a look,” and then deliver our son in the backseat. That made me feel a bit more secure, but it didn’t seem to do anything for Lizzie.

We made it to the hospital before the taxi driver was given a chance to play the hero, and before long Lizzie was being prepped. The panic on her face and the haste at which the doctors and the nurses moved made me worry. It was finally going to happen, the moment that I had been waiting and worrying about for so long.

I had worried that something would be wrong with him and that the crushing blow of losing a child so early would end what had been a very happy relationship. I worried that I wouldn’t be a good father, that the kid wouldn’t like me or that I would do something wrong, something stupid. I was an adult, a grown man, a married man, but I still felt like a child. There had been no induction into adulthood, no point at which I was handed a certificate that said, “You’re an official adult.” There was no training, no tests, nothing. To say I was unprepared would be an understatement, and if I couldn’t handle my own ascension into adulthood, how was I supposed to handle becoming a father?

I’d had these thoughts before, but in the panic of the hospital setting, with so much furor around me—people shouting, people running, people giving orders—it made things worse. I knew I was going to fuck up fatherhood. It was inevitable.

Why did I let myself do this?

Why did I agree to this?

Is it too late to turn back?

I was still a child. I still watched cartoons. I still had no idea what APR meant.

“Are you okay?” I stepped out of my panic to see a nurse staring at me, wide-eyed and worried. “You look a little pale,” she noted.

I nodded. “I heard the doctor say not to give my wife any drugs.”

“That’s right, not yet, but—”

“If she’s not using them, can I have them?”

“You need to stay strong. For your wife. For your child.”

She left after that. No drugs, no words of sympathy. And of course there wasn’t, because this had nothing to do with me. This was about Lizzie, because as scared and as uncertain as I was, I knew that those feelings would be amplified in her. She was suffering more than I was, and she needed me to stay strong, as difficult as that was going to be.

I waited by her bed, giving her a hand to squeeze and some bones to break. I also let her scream at me as the pain took hold. She said some horrible things, but I found most of it amusing, and I had been told to expect such things. “It’s like The Exorcist,” my best friend, Matthew, had told me. He didn’t have kids of his own, thank God, but he made it his duty to know everything about women. “She’s the psychopathic little demon girl and you’re the priest.”

Not until I was standing by my wife’s bedside did I realize that Matthew had referred to my son as the devil, waiting to be purged from my wife’s body, but I tried my best not to think about it. I’d already worried about enough things—would he be sick? would he hate me? would he support Manchester United?—the last thing I needed to worry about was that he would be born with horns and religious contempt.

At some point, the adrenaline kicked in and the worry went away, replaced by a hazy veil and a sense of dissociation. I remained by the bed, and at some point, they put up a screen, which I was happy for. After hearing about the horrors of birth, I had no desire to see them. I wondered if the screen was for my benefit, but reasoned that the screaming woman beside me was probably equally averse to watching half of her insides became outsides.

When Lizzie was given the drugs, she settled down somewhat, but she was still suffering. Her face looked like it was ready to explode. I had vowed I would never see my wife, the woman I love and the woman I am very much sexually attracted to, sit on the toilet suffering from constipation, trying to squeeze one out. That image is enough to ruin any sexual attraction, which is why there is an unspoken bond between most couples that they will never see each other in that position. But as I stood next to her, watching her push out our baby, I realized that that was exactly what I was witnessing. As these thoughts ran through my head, accompanied by other random images that had nothing to do with my impending responsibilities and thus were exactly what I wanted to think about, I heard a different screaming, one that didn’t come from Lizzie.

I turned to see the nurse bury her head in my wife’s vagina. I popped my head around the screen with a smile of anticipation on my face, but what I saw wiped that smile clean off.

They say that giving birth is a beautiful, wonderful thing. I can only assume that, seen through the eyes of an endorphin and morphine rush, the excess shit, mucus, and slime isn’t as disgusting to the mother as it is to everyone else.

Through the mess of gunk that slid unceremoniously out of a place I had once enjoyed—and never would again—was a small blue head. The shoulders and arms came next, squeezed out like an old, limp turtle trying to emerge from its shell. I’d heard people compare birth to a sunset on a tropical island, the same people who named their kids after fruit or days of the week and seemed to think that sandals were perfect for all occasions. I had also heard it compared to a drug-fueled orgy, an intoxicating mix of emotions and inebriation that climaxes when everyone in the room has had their fill. But at that moment, I realized Matthew was the closest of all.

“It’s the most disgusting, freakish, God-awful thing you could ever possibly imagine,” he had told me. He was doing something with his hands, turning them over and over, but when he realized what he was doing, he stopped, stared at them for a while, and then shrugged. “I can’t even explain it, mate,” he said with a shake of his head. “Put it this way, you remember how much you loved pussy when you were a kid? Remember all of those nights in your teens when you stayed awake just thinking about how great the female vagina was?”

I had given him a curious frown. “I think we had different childhoods.”

“Anyway,” he had continued, offering me a sympathetic shrug. “This is almost enough to make you want to bat for the other side.”

I didn’t believe him, of course, but now I had seen it for myself. The noise, the chaos, the blood. I tried to smile, tried to feel how I knew I should be feeling, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t feel anything but repulsed.

Lizzie looked relieved and was softly groaning to herself. Considering what she had just unloaded, I wasn’t surprised. Following a diet of pain pills and fast food after I had broken my wrist, my bowels had been blocked for weeks. For the first week or so I was too out of it to care, but by the second week, I began to feel it. And by the third week, it felt like a small child was hiding in my intestines. But when it finally came out, it was the most relieved I had ever felt and the joy that came afterward was like the best drug ever.

I’m not saying that my three-week bout of severe constipation was like giving birth, but there were a lot of similarities. There was also some blood at the end of it, although considerably less than what had just plopped out of my wife.

The nurse had my baby in her arms, wrapped in a blanket, his alien features hidden. She was chatting to him, uttering soft and soothing words. He was still screaming.

“You’re so lovely, aren’t you?” she said in a saintly whisper, rocking him back and forth. “So, so beautiful.”

All babies are ugly. I like kids, don’t get me wrong. They can be cute, amusing, but it usually takes a year or two for that cuteness to develop. At birth, pretty much all babies look alike: they’re small, blue, slime-coated creatures with squinted eyes and wrinkled skin. They say that the reason humans are so attracted to bunnies, kittens, and puppies is because they see their own babies in them. They look at their big eyes and small heads, think of babies, and then the protective instinct kicks in. I say give me puppies, kittens, and bunnies any day.

The nurse smiled at me and then back at the child whose cries seemed to be subsiding somewhat. “There we go,” she told him, stroking a finger across his cheek. “Nothing to worry about. You’re out now, welcome to the big wide world.”

He started crying again. Those words would have made me cry, too. The poor bastard had been kicking back for nine months in a warm and cozy spot where he was drip-fed everything he could ever need and had nothing to do all day but sleep and dream. Now he had been introduced to a cruel and cold world where, over the course of a few years, he would suffer the indignity of pissing on himself, having his ass wiped, and not being taken seriously as he tried his best to learn the language. Once school started, he would be forced into a regime of mandatory learning, bullying, and peer pressure, topped off by puberty, at which point he would become a raging mass of sexual desire and hand cream, followed by rejections from every girl he liked and erections at inopportune moments.

Or maybe that was just me. Maybe life would be easier for him.

The nurse was back to coddling him, back to stroking his blue, slimy cheek and staring lovingly into his eyes. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to calm him down or if she was getting ready to steal him. “You look just like your father.”

“I hope you’re fucking joking.”

“Kieran!”

I turned from my wife, her face red, flustered, sweaty, and annoyed, back to the nurse, who looked slightly bemused as she held my son in her arms.

“Sorry,” I said with an impish smile.

The nurse walked around the bed with the demon child in her arms. It was screaming constantly, barely stopping for breath. My mother said that I cried a lot as a baby. She said when the nurse first gave me to my dad, I screamed the hospital down and he asked for a refund. He was joking, but I could see where he was coming from.

I didn’t want to hold him. He was small, fragile, breakable, and he seemed pissed off. I didn’t want to add to that. But I also didn’t want to displease anyone. Lizzie was glaring at me, and the doctor and nurses were looking on expectantly. There were half-smiles on their faces, stuck in transition, prepared to go either way.

I swallowed thickly, held out my arms, and waited for him to drop into them. I was so expecting him to be placed in my outstretched arms that I actually felt some weight on them and I thought he was there, but it turned out my brain was just fucking with me. When I opened my eyes, about to say how light he was and how much easier it was than I thought it would be—as if holding a baby was something to be proud of—I saw that they were still looking at me, their half-smiles now transitioned into bewilderment.

“What?” I said.

“He’s your baby,” Lizzie barked, angered by my unwillingness to hold him.

“I know that,” I said with a nod. “We’ve been through this. That was what all the screaming was about. I put my ‘dirty penis’ inside you and should have ‘stayed the hell away’ from you.”

Lizzie looked embarrassed. “Sorry about that. I was caught up in the moment.”

“It’s okay, I was actually turned on a little.”

The lack of sleep really was doing something to my brain. “I’m so sorry,” I told the waiting nurses, before adding, “but I’m sure you’ve heard worse. And it’s not like I should be embarrassed, is it? I mean, you know babies aren’t delivered by storks, you know what went down nine months ago, and you—” I smiled at the doctor “—you were staring at my wife’s vagina for an hour.“

“Kieran!”

She usually stops me long before then, but she’d also had a long day. She was probably just as tired as I was.

“Are you going to hold him now?”

“Do I have to?”

I could see she wanted to kick me at that point, but the glare she gave me was enough.

“I mean, yes, of course I do.”

I took the initiative and retrieved the child from the nurse’s arms. I would like to say that at that moment I fell in love, and that all my problems melted away, but the only thing swimming though my head was how he looked like the chest-ripper from Alien. I did relax with him in my arms, though, and as I sat down on the edge of the bed and took some weight off, and as the baby stopped his high-pitched wailing, I felt a gentle euphoria wash over me. It was over, Lizzie was okay, and the baby, my son, was also okay.

“So, have you two thought of any names yet?” the nurse asked.

I nodded. “I quite like the name Ezra.”
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