Chapter One

Admit it.  The first time you heard my name was Wedge, the phrase “giving a wedgie” came to mind.  That’s okay.  No, not giving a wedgie.  But everybody thinks the same thing when they meet me or see my name someplace.  And I’ve had more than my share of them.  Wedgies, that is.  

My dad raised me.  My mom died in childbirth, but not what you’d guess.  The way my dad tells the story, Mom was out one evening doing one of her charity gigs.  To hear my dad describe her, my mom was a saint.  I regret not remembering meeting her.  Anyway, she was very pregnant with me, driving home and only a few bocks from her destination, when some drunk bastard slammed into the driver’s side of her car.  Her car made like a roller coaster ride and tumbled over and over, crushing the doors and roof.  Somebody called the fire department.  Someone who recognized the car and license plate number called my dad. 

My dad got there first. He was a laborer, blue collar through and through.  He acted on instinct and did the only thing he knew how to do.  He ran over to the wreck and tried to rip an opening with his bare hands to get his wife out.  The firemen who arrived just seconds later had to pull him back and treat him for cuts and burns.  Even a group of firemen couldn’t budge the twisted metal.  Then a tool called the Jaws of Life arrived.  Its purpose is to pry wrecks open so passengers can get out.  Meanwhile, the impact had not only caused my mom serious injuries, but had started her labor.  Of me.  The firemen got part of the windshield opening widened but not large enough to accommodate a pregnant woman with injuries in labor.  My mom evidently knew her situation and insisted that a fireman deliver her baby first.  Meanwhile, my dad was screaming for them to get her out of the car.  My mom maneuvered herself so that she was lying on the front bench seat.  A skinny fireman leaned into the car from the front windshield opening to assist.  The other firemen continued working to bend the doors and windows, to make an opening large enough for my mom to get through.  

To my dad, it seemed an eternity, but it was only an hour.  An infant’s cry told the assembled that I had been born.  The skinny fireman wrapped me in a handy blanket and brought me out to a waiting ambulance.  My dad came running over.  “We barely wedged him out of there,” the fireman told my dad, sealing my fate for my legal name.  It could have been worse, the name that is.  My dad could have decided to call me Jaws.  Then, I would have suffered crude jokes about getting bit and calls of ‘Bite me’ and been associated with that tall bad guy in the James Bond movie.  Other firemen took over where my accidental obstetrician left off.  By the time they got my mom out an hour later, it was too late.  She died on the way to the hospital of massive internal injuries, in an ambulance we shared.  I guess I was lucky to have survived at all. 

That made my dad a single parent with the task of raising me. He thought doing things with your hands was important.  That was the way he got personal satisfaction, and he decided so it should be for me as well.  I learned to be mechanical at my father’s side.  I was probably not the first kid on my block to take a clock apart but I was certainly the first one to put it back together and have it work.  And without instructions or anything.  I had a skill, all right.  On special occasions when my dad would buy me a present, I’d look for those words that companies print small on the box, so potential customers aren’t scared away – Some Assembly Required.  Putting the thing together was sometimes more fun than playing with it.

After a while, it was clear that I had a knack for assembling and adjusting things.  Oh, not everything.  Those things that you could put your hands on and manually tweak.  I came to understand I had a particularly light touch and could make fine adjustments without the need for tools or measuring devices.  Part of it was feedback from the thing itself.  I know it sounds weird, even stupid, but its true.  It was almost as if the thing I was tuning knew when it was precisely correct and let me know through my fingers.  

With the good came the bad.  I can’t say whether it was my premature birth, the lack of mother’s milk when I was an infant, or maybe it was just in my genes, but I was always smaller than the rest of the kids.  You could always find me in the class photo – I was the only boy among the girls, sitting on the floor, cross-legged, in front of all the taller kids.  My size made me an obvious target for harassment.

The turning point, when I decided to defend myself from those underwear onslaughts, happened in my freshman year of high school.  One of the football players, an especially large one, decided to show off in front of his friends and teammates.

“Hey, Wedgie,” he called out to me.

I had no choice but to turn around and acknowledge him.  He approached me with his ever-present crowd of guys and girls.  

“How is Wedgie doing today?” he asked, messing my dark brown hair with his baseball mitt right hand.

He slid his hand down the back of my head and grabbed me by the collar.  His left hand went to the back of my pants.  With little effort he had my underwear in his grasp.  He pulled exceptionally hard.  He laughed and so the others laughed with him.  I don’t think they all thought it was funny.  The pain was worse than I had ever felt.  He released my collar and I fell to the floor.  I managed to half crawl, half limp to the bathroom.  When I checked, my underwear was stained with blood.  I had to put an end to this.

I decided to sew my shirts to the back of my pants to prevent additional damage.  That made getting my clothes ready for the next day a major pain in the ass, but better that than the other kind of pain in the ass I’d experience if I didn’t.

On schedule, Godzilla noticed me and desired a repeat performance.  I think I saw some of his group try to distract him, but he was determined.  So was I, carrying a thick freshman algebra textbook.  Once again I was in his grasp, but this time his left hand found no gap between my shirt and pants.  He was confused, reaching around for an opening that wasn’t there.  

I took my best shot.

“Can’t keep your hands out of a guy’s pants, huh?” I said as loud as I could.  Everybody in the hall looked over at a molestation in progress.  Then, with no notice or hesitation, I swung my book up between his legs as hard as I could.  He screeched in agony and dropped me, moving his hands to his crotch.  I ran straight to the vice principal’s office, to tell them the story of a football player who had threatened me with bodily harm.  The story was only slightly false, being a few minutes premature. I heard later that both the vice principal and the football coach met with Godzilla the next period, warning him off me.  Seems that Godzilla was preparing for a professional football career.  He couldn’t do that if he was tossed off the team.  He was too embarrassed to rat me out about hitting him in the balls with a textbook, although I heard his teammates razzed him about it later.  Word spread and my tormentors backed off.

At school, I worked at doing what all kids do.  No, not getting a quality education.  Trying to fit in.  Finding a group with similar attitudes and interests.  I wasn’t very successful.  I didn’t have the physique for sports but I enjoyed swimming, even though I wasn’t very good at it.  In order to pass gym, I had to tread water for five minutes.  Although my arms and legs felt so tired they were going to fall off and float away, I kept kicking and stroking.  It turns out I established a new school record for treading water. The teachers keeping the stopwatch got distracted and didn’t call time, but not before the previous school record was broken by a dozen minutes.  

The nerds wanted nothing to do with me either.  It seemed that every time I touched their computers, something would go wrong.  I was pretty much a loner, but I adjusted to it. 

My nickname migrated from no nickname at all, just Wedge, to Weej.  I liked that name because it didn’t remind people of the dastardly act of someone pulling your underwear up into your crack.  One weekend, one of my friends who was modestly popular invited me along to a boy/girl party.  The party was noisy and crowded when it started but kids with normally short attention spans grew tired of listening to the unintelligible racket.  Many kids departed for other parties or hangouts.  The party was really starting to droop and the hostess panicked.  She went into her basement and brought out a bunch of dusty old boxes containing games.  Among them was a Ouija board.  

Two at a time, kids tried the strange device. Boys and girls were paired up to play.  They came up with stupid questions kids like to ask - Who will I marry?  Does so-and-so love me?  Stuff like that.  Most of the kids ignored the directions and leaned on the pointer device and got no results. I found myself face to face with Nancy, my partner for the game.  I knew her from some classes we shared, but we had never spoken to each other.  I avoided looking directly at her and instead concentrated on our shared task.  When we took our turn, Nancy had some serious questions to ask.  The pointer flew across the board, answering each question in turn.  Nancy was pleased and impressed, attributing our success to my skills.  She smiled at me the rest of the party.  From that night on, Weej became Ouij, which was just fine with me.  Anything that didn’t prompt the idea of a wedgie!

