YOU ASKED

By Robin Shwedo


Okay, you asked when I knew that I wouldn’t take Bill back, so I’ll tell you.  We’d been divorced for six months at the time.  The funny thing was that even though he’d been abusive when we were married, we actually got along after the divorce.  But I knew he’d never change, so no matter how many times he asked for another chance, I kept telling him no.  Not that I didn’t think about it periodically.  The kids told me how nice he was when they’d visit, letting them have all the ice cream and soda he’d denied them when we were together.  

But there was still a touch of nagging doubt in the back of my mind.  Then there was the fact that he introduced me to his girlfriend—alleged girlfriend—at work, a skan-ky-looking woman named Sue whose short black hair looked like it had been done by the same hair-dresser who’d worked on the Straw Man in the Wizard Of Oz.  She was a real winner, that one.  She’s the one who kept telling me, as Bill lay in a coma after his acci-dent that we needed a “group hug”, her, the kids and me, that, because of our connection to Bill, we were destined to be friends for life.  Yeah, I knew I’d told you about her.  At first, I thought Bill told me about her so I’d be jealous and take him back, but that back- 

fired.  Know what I told him?  That if they were serious, I wanted an invite to their wed-

ding.  Boy, that really caught him off-guard, let me tell you!

But what made me realize that we’d never get back together, a year before he died, was like this:

I’d taken a job working at the same telemarketing place Bill worked.  He was on the day shift, I worked afternoons and Saturdays.  Our shifts overlapped by maybe an hour, so I’d sit near him so we could at least say hi, touch base and save him the weekly trip to the house to give me the child support.  I figured this way, if something happened with the kids while I was at work, they could at least call their dad to let him know what was up.  Not that it helped, since the one time they called, he was fixing dinner for Sue, so they called Dan, our next door neighbor and he came over and took care of the prob-lem.  I can’t even remember what the problem was, but it felt good to know that he was available in a pinch.

Anyway, one morning, Lee tells me he has a really bad headache, so I kept him home from school.  By early afternoon, he was feeling better so I went to work, telling him and Mark to call me if the headache came back.  The next day, the kids only had half a day at school, but when they got home, the headache was back and Lee was running a slight fever.  Since Thursday was the pediatrician’s half-day and I still didn’t think any-thing was horribly out of place—at least, not yet—I figured I’d simply keep an eye on things.  But when Lee went in and fell asleep on my bed and slept most of the afternoon, I called in to work.

Next morning, Lee was spiking a fever of 105 and kept saying he couldn’t move his neck or back and his headache was so bad that he kept throwing up.  So you know I was worried, especially since they had an article in the St. Pete Times a couple of days earlier about some kid up county dying of meningitis.  Yeah, that scared me.

So I call the pediatrician who, of course, is out sick, but his office tells me that

this other doctor’s on call, and they give me her number.  Her office is a whole lot farther away, but at this point, I really don’t care, I’m just thinking in the back of my mind that I hope it’s not meningitis.  But of course I just know it is.  I mean, that’s the first thing that goes through your mind, right?  You read about something like that in the paper, then your kid gets the symptoms and you start thinking the worst.

I get him there that afternoon—we had the first appointment right after lunch—and I hurry him through the waiting room straight to the exam area.  They knew we were coming and told us they didn’t want us hanging out in the waiting room, just in case.  The doctor runs some blood-work and tells me Lee’s white blood cell count is through the roof, that we need to go straight to All Children’s Hospital.  She lets me call in to work before we leave, and I tell Pat in personal I won’t be in that day or the next and why.  I also tell Pat I’ll call Monday morning to let her know when I’d be in.

So I hurry Lee out to the car and head to the hospital.  Once there, I hustle him in-side and let them know at the desk who we were.  The doctor already called to let them know we were coming and gave them as much of our info as she had so we wouldn’t have to sit around the ER being contagious.  I hand the woman who checked us in a copy of the divorce papers, with the custody part highlighted in yellow.  I didn’t want Bill to show up and try pulling Lee out of the hospital, which, believe me, he would.  He was like that. 
We get Lee settled into a room directly across the hall from the nurses’ station in the Intensive Care ward, up on the third floor.  It was an isolation room, complete with a 

box of disposable facemasks right outside the door.  Man, they were really taking this

seriously, which made me realize just how right I was to bring him in.  

  
Later, when I know Mark had made it home from school, I call and tell him what happened.  Then I tell him to pack a bag with a change of clothes for Lee, just in case, along with a couple of other things and that I’d call his dad and have him bring Mark to the hospital.  Then I hang up and dial Bill’s number, even though I figured he wouldn’t be home for a while, so I could leave a message on his answering machine.  But he picks up and first thing tells me that our boss let him off early so that he could check out my story!  That Dennis was so worried that I might be out partying that he wanted Bill to check up on me!  I couldn’t believe it.  But yeah, Bill agrees to bring Mark with him, even though it’ll be a major inconvenience.  I thank him profusely, just to make him feel like I’m really appreciative, then call Mark back to tell him to get the lead out and finish packing.


By the time they finally show up, the doctor had done a spinal tap on Lee and told me that the fluid looked good, but that they’d test it completely before turning us over to Dr. Bowman, the on-call doctor.  Dr. Bowman could’ve passed for a movie star.  I mean, she looked like Julia Roberts, for crying out loud.


Anyway, Bill and Mark find the ward and let the ward clerk know who they are.  She pages Dr. Bowman, who’s in the room with Lee and me.  I see them out by the desk but so far they haven’t spotted us.  I tell the doctor, “There’s my ex,” and she nods, hav-ing been told that Bill’s not to trying springing Lee from the hospital.


“Is it alright if he comes in and sees Lee?” she asks and I tell her yes, he can see him, as long as either I’m here or someone from security is right outside the room.  She tells me she understands, but I don’t think she completely understands.  At least, not yet.


She goes out and talks to Bill for a minute.  Mark has already come into the room, after being told to put on a facemask, which he does before struggling with the door.  He has a bag of stuff for Lee in his arms, so I go over and hold the door.  He asks Lee, “How ya doing?” but Lee only groans to answer.


I put my arm around Mark and thank him for packing stuff for his younger brother.  “How you doing?” I ask him.


“Okay, I guess.”


About now, Bill wanders in, leaving a peeved-looking Dr. Bowman out by the desk.  She’s looking daggers at Bill and I wonder what he’s done to piss her off.  She sees me looking her and rolls her eyes before wandering down the hall.


“So he’s really in here, huh?” is the first thing Bill says.  Not, “How’s he doing?”  Not, “How bad is it?”  Just, “He’s really in here.”  Like I’d lie about something like our kid being sick enough to be in the hospital, right?


But instead of smarting off at him, I take a deep breath, and say, “Yeah, he’s here.  They think it might be meningitis.”


“No shit,” he answers.  “Sounds bad.”


“Yeah, it does.” 

We stand there a minute before Bill finally goes over to Lee and asks, “How ya feeling, bud?”


Lee mumbles something that I can’t quite make out, but Bill does, because he

nods and tells Lee, “I hope you feel better real soon.”  Then he comes back over to where I am, and tells me, “I think I pissed off the doctor.”


Uh, oh, I think, here it comes.  Of course, I don’t say this.  I simply ask, “Why do you say that?”

“I told her she was too pretty to be a nurse.  So she tells me she’s the doctor and I let her know in no uncertain terms that men should be doctors and women should be just nurses.”  The way he says it makes it sound like everyone in that line of work was some kind of airhead.  What a crock.  Every nurse I’ve ever met who was worth anything could run rings around many a doctor.  The stories my sister Beth could tell you about her years as a nurse would make you realize how great they are.  

But I don’t tell Bill any of that.  Instead, I tell Mark, “How about keeping your brother company while your dad and I go to the snack bar for some coffee, okay?”  He nods and I can tell by his look that he just knows his dad is in for it.  To take his mind off any worries, though, I promise to bring him a soda and a Snickers bar from the vending machines.

Okay, this is where it gets really good.  We’re downstairs in the snack bar.  After we hit the machines, we’re sitting there at this booth along one of the walls.  Some guy is already sitting there in the booth behind us, drinking his coffee and reading some Tom Clancy book.  Since he’s in the next booth, he hears most of our conversation.

And this is how it goes.  I ask Bill if he really told the doctor what he said he did
and he says yes, he really told her that she was too pretty to be a doctor, and the crack about nurses, et cetera.  

“What do you mean, et cetera?” I ask him between peanut M&Ms.  “What else did you tell her?”

“Well, you know my bag of stones?” he says, pulling this suede pouch out of his jeans’ pocket.  Without looking, I know what he keeps in it.  There’s hematite in there, some crystals and stones that I can’t even remember the names of.  But they’re supposed to have all sorts of powers to them.  Some are for healing, some supposedly protect the owner from God only knows what, and so on.  Don’t ask me to elaborate, because, as far as I’m concerned, the only thing they’re capable of doing is looking pretty.  Or not.  But Bill really believed that stuff.

So I ask him, “What about your stones?” and I can hear the guy in the booth be-hind me choke back a laugh around his coffee.

I guess Bill doesn’t hear him, or else he’s ignoring the guy, because he goes on, “Well, I told that broad…”

“The doctor?”

“Yeah, that broad.  I told her, ‘These stones have more healing power than all 

your fancy medicine,’ and then I let her know that if I had custody of him, I wouldn’t

have brought him to the doctor, much less to a hospital.  When she asked what I would’ve done, I told her the truth.”

“And that would be…?” I ask.


“I would’ve hung the bag of stones over Lee and chanted and made him well that

way.”


In all the years we’d been married, I’d never heard such garbage.  Quickly, I re-mind him, “We’re talking about possible meningitis here, bucko.  That’s not exactly something you can take lightly.”


Of course Bill acts like I was the crazy one.  He proceeds to tell me about the healing powers of the stones in his pouch, how nothing bad could ever happen, how that would protect him and the kids, if only I’d give him a chance to prove it.


“Okay, Bill, here’s your chance,” I tell him.  “Dr. Bowman said I can spend the night here to be near Lee, but Mark can only stay until 11:00.  Could you stay with him at the house?”


“Me?  At the house?”  When I say yes, he says, “If Lee has meningitis, then the germs from it are all over the house and I’ll get it.”


“But I thought that your rocks’d protect you.”


He sighs, then says, “You don’t understand about the stones.  They’d protect me at my place or out in the world, but not at your place, since you don’t believe in them.”


“So take Mark to your apartment for the night.  You can bring him back here in the morning.”


“He’ll trash the place.”


“No he won’t.”


Bill sighs again—loudly—before letting me know that there is no way he can deal with Mark.  The stones’ll protect him, this much he knows, but not necessarily from an ex-wife or his son.


So I take another sip of coffee and finish up my M&Ms while waiting for him to

go on.  It doesn’t take long.  “You know, I was thinking.”  I nod for him to go on.  “I’ll be glad when we get back together.  If you just give me another chance and let me move in, I know we can make it work.  In fact, I’m serious enough that I’ll stop seeing Sue.  And I’ll even buy you some stones and teach you how to use them to heal the kids.”


I nearly spray the last bit of coffee, I’m so shocked.  But what really gets me laughing hard is when I feel a hand on my shoulder and the man in the other booth tells me, “Lady, if you take him back, you should have your head examined!”


Well, my mama may’ve raised a fool, but it sure as hell wasn’t me.  Or my sister!
