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Bubbling Up

[udy Belk

Laura's relationship with Albert was a clasdic one of
lowve and hate. Lately. the hate mode was in overdrive. Albert's
contantment and satisfaction was what she hatad and loved
about him the most.

He reminded her of 2 bubble, just sitling and waiting
to be punctured. Laura was ready to do the poking. AL imes
she was ready for Albert, the bubble man, as che called him. te
—just. well, to disappear. Lately, her fantasy had been 1o ses
bubble Albert float up and away like those soapy bubbles she
often saw the kids at the playground blowing and then rushing
to catch and burst. The bursting parl looked the most fun,

Bul tonight as she glanced at Albert sleeping in the
easy chair across [rom her L was hard 1o imagine him lzav-
ing the house et alone lloaling anywhere, His glasses were
perched halfway down his nose. His favorite faded bathrobe
torn and spotted, could barely cover his middle-aged paunch.
Even Lhough he wasn't exerting an ounce of energy. sweat was
pouring down his face, and his breathing was so heawy you
would have thought he had just run a marathon. But his only
movemeant in the last hour was when he had pushed his heavy
backside slightly up from the chair (in her direction, of course)
te let out a loud burst of bodily gas. The pungent smell was still
heavy inthe air

How did her lift come to be this? Sitting in a hot,
childiess, foul-smelling apartment with a man that at timas she
hated as much as she loved. She had a recurring dream of hid-
ing all the sharp knives in the houwsge from hersell. . afraid that
she would wake up one marning and see him sleeping beside
her and go berserk, Inthe dream, after searching days fora
steak knife, ha focused on the short term, never once asking the
big gquestion like, “Where the hell did zll the steak knives go™

But that's how Albert copes with life. Fix the problem,
move on. and be grataful there's a Wal-Mam down the stroet
She's always been the smarl one, Folks don't like to admit it
but in every ralaticnshio thers's the smart one and a weak one.,
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People like Albert know their limitations. which make them easy
prey for lolks like Laura who were never taught the proper way
to love or be loved.

Still. in spite of himself, it alwavs seemed |ike Albert
was the ane whe came oul on 1op. Maybe it simply was a case of
low expectations. Alberl seemed to have everything he wanted,
right down 1o the 50-plus cable channels: a dead-end, but well-
paving job at the suil factory outside of town: a Kentucky Fried
Chicken within walking distance: and a wife he Ireely admits he
doesn't deserve,

Laura was smart all right, but nothing ever came casy
te her. She was in awe of Albert's ability to find joy and content-
ment with such ease and consistency. Contentment was one of
those myslerious leelings she knew she would never experience
She was here, and contentment was way over on the other side,
and she had neither the energy nor the road map to make it from
here to there. There was just too much dangerous ground to con-
quer in between. So she just navigated the best way she could,

From the moment she hit 35, Laura knew she wanted a
hushand. Mo, that's not totally true. She didn't want a husband.
She wanted a baby She needed a husband o get 2 baby, or at
least at the time she thought so. Laura was more surprised Lhan
anyone when the baby thing hit her, For years she had sworn
she would never bring a child inte this world Her parents, both
alcoholics, made it clear to her every day of her childhood that
they didn't want a child. They took okay care of her - fed her,
clothed her made sure she went to school — but both made it
clear 1o her numercus times that if there was a choice between
her and their next bottle of baore, the booze would win out each
time. But thal was fing with Laura, rezlly Laura liked 1o know
whera she stocod with people. She always felt she had no stand-
ing with her parents and acted accordingly. She did her best
Lo grow up as fast as she could, all the while thinking that the
smart thing to do was to stay away from the parenting scene,

But then, just betore her 25th birthday, both of her
parents died unexpectedly, six months apart. By Lhis time, she
had her own struggles with the bottle. She had been sober for
almost three years when she oot word her father was dying.
When she visited her father at the hospice center, she hardly
recognized him. She hadn't wanted (o see him in over five years,
and she was shocked at the thin sickly man who motioned to
her when she entered the room. He was mare talkative during

that last hour of his life than Laura had remembered him heing
throughout her entire childhood

| didn't expect you to come, Laura Lee "

I didn't want to come.”

‘But you're here now. aren't you Miss Laurs?

Laura looked away and focused on the cloudless blue
sky culside. She was glad it was him dying and not her

‘I get any grandbabies®”

Mot & one”

What you waiting for, Miss Leura? You damn near forng
ain't you?

“Thirty-five, And there won't be any grandbabies
Dacddy.”

“Well that just about breaks my dying heart Now what
am | supposed Lo say to your mama when 1 see her at those W55
pearly gates?

“I wouldn't count on the pearly gates being the desig-
nated meeting place for you of mama.”

He started laughing 5o hard that he had a coughing fit.
Laura thought he was going to die on the spot. He pointed 1o his
water pitcher. She poured him a glass and helped him take a sip.

“You can't say we didn't raise you to speak vour mind.
You're a hard lady, Miss Laura™ He took a sip and held tightly
onto her hand as she tried to pull it back

“We weren'l =0 bad were we? Maybe liked our whiskey
a little more than wa should. But all in all we weren't the worst
parents & little girl could have huh?”

“Neither of vou would exactly get the parent of the vear
award.”

He let go of her hand and tock a deep breath that Laura
thoeught would be his last.

Mo, | guess we wouldn't Guess we wouldn't. 5o go and
cel itright. Laura.”

“Cet whar right?”

“The parenting thing. Since we messed it up s0 bad
- don't miss your chance to get it nght. Besides, with your

mama gone and me sliding out right behind her, you won't have
Lo worry-atfout neminating us for any grandparents’ awards,



either. Likely 1o mess that up as well, It's better that we'll both
be gone "

Her father died an hour later The day after. Laura got
the baby urge. She knew better than to think it was just a mere
coincidence. His last words did more than stir her maternal in-
stincts. She felt validated hearing him own up to what she knew
all along, He had been a lousy father Now that they were gone
she felt the lreedom and determination to succeed in all the
areas where her parents had fsiled her

She met Albert a week later when she gave him a ticket
for parking illegally in a disabled space. He came out of the local
Kentucky Fried Chicken munching on a‘drumstick just as she was
writing up the citation. He was sweating then, too, and she was
bracing herself for some ugliness. Instead, he apologized and
offered her a piece of his chicken. She couldn't help but laugh.

“Whart's this for?”

“You shouldn't have to work during the lunch hour. You
look hungry.”

“Is this vour car?
"Yeah. I'm sorry”

“I'm sarry. oo, Here's a 363 ticket . _and your plece of
chicken back "

“Mo. you keep the chicken.”
“You trving to bribe a meter maid?
“No. you just look kind of hungry.”

Well we're not allowed 1o take anything from anyone,
even a drumstick. It could be misinterpreted.”

For the next three weeks, Laura issued almosl twenty
citations to Albert for parking in the same place at the same
time. Eventually, it hit her He was flirting with her. He finally got
up enough nerve to ask her o a movie. She accepled initially
because she fell bad about sticking him with all those tickets
and felt one date wouldn't hurt The funny thing is, she actually
had a good time

All of Albert's habits that drive her crazy now seemed
kind of sweet back then, For the first 1ime in a long time, she
wenl months without even thinking about taking a drink. One
thing led to another, and she found herself saying yes when he
asked her to marry him a lew months after they started dating.

In the back of her mind, she thought she would get pregnant
right away. and if things didn't work out, she could always get a
divorce. (She had learned fram her parents” behavior to always
have an exit strategy. | Besides, she felt she was smart enough to
raise a child on her own. She knew from her own experience that
having two parents didn’t guarantee much.

Laura anticipated everything except her own inlertility,
The verdict was in. Three vears of unsatisfying sex with Albert,
hormone treatments, temperature taking — all had come up
shomt and seemed to point to her as the culprit. Albert's sperm
count was ofl the charts, It was her eggs that were bad. Dam-
aged goods, Maybe a sign that she was unfit to be a mother?
Mo, she needed this baby 1o prove something to herself, and
besides. her own mother was proof that there's no correlations
between fertility and matemal prowess. And what about Albent?
She needed his sperm, his generous insurance benelits, and
savings to pay for a series of artificial insemination treatments
that she had just agreed to begin. She also realized she needed
his help to raise this baby. A baby needed to feel sale and con-
tented, Meeded to know the proper way to love. Albert would be
good at teaching the loving part.

She looked over at Albert, who was snoring loudly. She
thought about waking him to explain Lhe new treatment plan,
but decided to wait until morning. or better vet, suggest they
meet at Kentueky Fried Chicken for lunch, She didn't expect any
resistance. Albert falt lucky just to have her. He told her that
avery night. Still, he wouldn'® be happy about having 1o give
yet another sperm specimen on demand. But he would do it
Each time he made the trip Lo the lertility clinic. he made sure
he had a picture with him of Laura in her meter maid uniform
standing in frone of Kentucky Fried Chicken, He said she was his
secret weapon Laura suspected it was more likely the Colonel's
chicken that got his juices going. The thought of Albert jerk-
ing off while thinking aboul a hot and spicy chicken wing made
Laura laugh out loud. Albert didn't budge.

She reached for the bottle of scotch, which latelv was
always nearby. She took a sip of the whiskey. [t felt good going
down. She knew she would have to guit drinking as soon as she
got pregnant. But right now, the warm smooth taste calmed her
as shewent back Lo highlighting names in a new baby beok she
picked up from Man's Hallmark on her way home,
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