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“And then he thought he saw
a man walking along the edge of the little wood. In great strides,
as if he didn’t want night to overtake him. He wondered who the man
was. The only way he could tell it was a man and not a shadow was
because he wore a shirt and swung his arms
as he walked.”

Roberto Bolaño,
2666


A Hospital at Night


Part One

 


The steady beep in her right ear held
April in a state of near hypnosis. Did she want it to continue
beeping steadily or just stop altogether? The lights were off.
Alvin lay in front of her, eyes closed, wrapped in gauze, tubes
snaking out from his nose and mouth—feeding him, making him
breathe, keeping him alive. She cradled her bandaged right arm in
her lap, looked past the bed, through the darkness of the hospital
room, at her vague reflection in the glass of the darkened window.
Tears glistened on her cheeks. She breathed in a wet and snotty
breath and sat back in the uncomfortable chair. She didn’t think
she deserved comfort.

A gentle hand pressed down on her
shoulder. She was too numb to be startled.

“He’s gone.” Mirabel placed
her other hand on her other shoulder.

April was momentarily confused. Who was
gone? Alvin wasn’t gone. The beeping told her he was still
alive.

“I’m sorry,” Mirabel
said.

Morning. She was talking about Morning.
Brett Morning. “Brett” to April. “Dr. Morning” to Mirabel and the
rest of the hospital’s employees and April when she was on the
clock.

“When?” The mucous in
April’s mouth had thickened. The tears came harder. She would have
thought she had been saving it all up but it seemed like she did
nothing but cry these past few months.

“He was dead when the
ambulance brought him in.”

April shook her head. This was all her
fault. Take her out of the equation and no one was dead. No one was
dying. No one was being kept alive by tubes and beeping and the
chilly sterility of an anonymous hospital room.

Mirabel slid a chair over beside April.
She hadn’t even felt her hands leave her shoulders.

Mirabel sat down, placing a comforting
hand on April’s thigh. “Wanna talk about it? I mean, I imagine
you’re going to have to talk to the police anyway but, you know,
wanna tell someone who’ll care?”

April nodded. She didn’t
know if she could talk. “It’s a mess.”

“Honey, I think that’s a bit
of an understatement. But there wasn’t a mess that couldn’t be
cleaned up.”

April held her wrapped arm up to her
eyes and let the gauze absorb the tears. She wondered if she would
have a scar and knew she would and felt bad for thinking vain
thoughts at a time like this.

“Were you and
Morning…?”

“Together?”

“Yeah.”

“For the past few
months.”

“I had no idea.”

“We did a good job of
keeping it a secret.”

“Not from everyone.” Mirabel
nodded toward Alvin.

“He was so messed up. I
didn’t think he would notice, let alone care. Now they’re both
gone.”

“He’s not gone
yet.”

“Banks said he wouldn’t be
out of the woods until dawn. He said it was unlikely he’d last
until then.”

“Go on,” Mirabel said. “Talk
it out.”

“I didn’t know he had
problems when we got married. Maybe he didn’t. He never even acted
very weird. But I’d find the shit all over the house… I started to
notice the marks on his arms. He came back a couple of weeks ago
and found the door unlocked. He acted like nothing was different,
even though I didn’t know where he’d been for nearly a month before
that, and he hadn’t really been
there for at least three months. I… locked him
out. Called the police. That was the last time I saw him before
tonight. It wasn’t just the drugs. He had mental problems. I tried
to have him committed but he would just check himself out a few
days later.”


One

 


Alvin Blue stood on his back porch. He
took a deep breath of the late September night air. It was dark and
the neighborhood was asleep. It seemed like the neighborhood was
always asleep. Traffic picked up at the beginning and end of the
school day and when the bars closed around 2:30. But it was all
just people racing to their houses. Rushing their children indoors
to the controlled climate and television.

He didn’t know any of his neighbors’
names.

Sometimes he lifted his hand in a poor
excuse for a wave but only if one of them had caught him staring.
They never waved back. Just looked at the ground and walked
quicker. Maybe pretended to cough in order to feign some
preoccupation.

He looked around at his yard. It needed
mowing. No time like the present. If anyone decided to complain
about the noise he would relish the confrontation. The
interaction.

Reaching his hand into the pocket of
his old blue jeans, he closed it around the key to the utility shed
and strolled out into the yard. He opened the shed and pulled out
the lawnmower, a cheap green push model. He bent down and pressed
the rubbery red button a few times to prime the engine. Then
engaged the clutch against the handle, grabbed the starter cord,
and gave it a yank. The mower roared into life.

He mowed the grass quickly and
furiously, following the same exact pattern he had for the past
five years. The street lamps provided enough light. It took him
about a half hour. He broke a sweat and developed a great
thirst.

He put the lawnmower away and locked
the shed. He looked around the neighborhood. Their house sat on a
corner lot facing Angler Street. Roughly a quarter mile long,
Angler ran east to west, ending in an alley to the east and Thistle
Street to the west. Thistle ran north to south and ended at Payne,
a busy four-lane avenue that ran all the way downtown.

Where were the angry
neighbors?

He didn’t even see lights on in any of
the houses. Coma city.

He went inside to the refrigerator and
grabbed a beer. He twisted off the bottle cap, tossed it toward the
trashcan, missed, and left it there on the floor. He looked at the
bottle. He usually drank Guinness. This was a Heineken. When had he
bought that?

“Al?”

It was April, wandering downstairs. She
stepped around the refrigerator, rubbing her eyes against the
light. She wore a tight yellow t-shirt and white underwear. Five
years of marriage hadn’t touched her. She looked as good as the day
he’d met her. Better, probably.

“Yeah?” He raised his beer
and took a healthy swig.

“Were you mowing the
grass?”

“Yeah. It needed
done.”

“It’s late.” She turned to
look behind her.

“I know. I didn’t figure
anyone would care.”

“Woke me up.”

“Sorry.”

“Coming to bed soon?” She
had her cell phone in her hand. She had become so
paranoid.

“In a bit. After I drink
this.”

“Just one?”

“Maybe two or
three.”

“Or six?”

“Not enough
time.”

“And that’s all you’re gonna
do? Just drink a few beers?”

“Yeah. What else would I
do?”

“You shouldn’t stay up so
late.”

“I know. I’ll come to bed in
a bit.”

He closed the distance between them and
bent to kiss her. She blocked him with her hand. “I’ve been asleep.
My breath is horrible.”

He pecked her on the top of the
head.

“Night,” he said, rubbing
his hands through her short blond hair.

“Night.”

She turned toward the living room. He
listened to her footsteps fade up the stairs. She talked to herself
as she went. He grabbed the rest of the six pack from the fridge.
There were three other bottles in there. He opened the doors
beneath the sink and reached into the little hole in the bottom of
the cabinetry where one of the pipes ran down through the floor. He
extracted a hidden pack of cigarettes and went back out to the
porch. The neighborhood was still dead but, to him, the air was
alive with the smell of fresh cut grass, the earliest hint of fall,
and the hoppy scent of beer. He put a cigarette in his mouth and
blazed up. He’d waited all day for this.

He sat down on one of the deck chairs,
imitation wicker strung across cast iron, and put his feet up on
the other chair. He smoked his cigarette, drank his beer, and
listened to all the distant sounds—bottles emptying from the bar
one street over, sirens, trains, airplanes overhead.

A half hour passed. Three beers and six
cigarettes later, he felt a tingling glow throughout his body. And
deep in the glow, he felt the anger. This was perfection. If
everything could be like this moment, then life would be perfect.
But it wasn’t. He’d lost his job at the Point. He hadn’t told April
yet. He wondered if she knew. She hadn’t said anything if she did.
He pretended to go to work. First he drove and then decided he was
just wasting money on gas. So he sold the car and told April he was
taking the bus. His days were foggy. A lot of things were foggy.
And then other things, like now, like here, like sitting on the
back porch in the crisp night air, were crystal clear. So clear
they gleamed and shined and hummed through his bones.

He saw a man carrying a bow enter the
alley behind the house.

This movement in an area of typical
stillness was disconcerting.

The archer wore camouflage coveralls
and a rotund pack on his back, a quiver of arrows jutting above his
right shoulder.

Alvin’s heart thudded. Sped up. Blood
rushed to his head and his ears rang. Then he noticed the archer
didn’t have his sight on him. Still, he rose slowly, only a little
wobbly from the beer. Beer never used to make him feel like
this.

The archer moved stealthily. A large
rabbit sat in the shadows at the end of Alvin’s lawn.

Alvin reached back and put his hand on
the handle of the storm door. One could not be too
cautious.

The archer raised his bow,
slow and smooth, without making a sound. Alvin could just as well
have been watching something on a muted television. The archer
pulled back the bowstring and held it for just a second before
letting go. The arrow moved so quickly, Alvin didn’t even see it.
He heard a thunk and a small cry. Did rabbits even make sounds? He didn’t think
they did. Not normally, anyway. He looked toward the end of his
lawn at the rabbit squirming furiously, the arrow pinning it to the
ground. The archer didn’t seem to take any notice of him and Alvin
thought that was probably just as well. The archer reached into his
pocket, pulled out a knife and flipped it open. He approached the
rabbit, crouched down, put his free hand around the back of its
neck and slit its throat.

Alvin wanted to throw a beer bottle at
him but thought, in the end, he might find himself outmatched. What
could he do? It seemed like he should do something. Call the
police? No. It probably wasn’t worth it and, who knew, maybe the
archer was just some homeless guy who needed the rabbit for food.
The archer wiped his knife in the grass, removed the arrow and
wiped that in the grass before replacing it in his quiver. He
lifted the rabbit up and pressed his mouth to the underside of its
neck.

Jesus, Alvin thought, he’s drinking its
blood.

The archer kept the rabbit pressed to
his mouth for nearly a minute before pulling it away and deftly
opening his pack while it was still on his back. Then he stuffed
the rabbit in and continued further into the alley.

Alvin cautiously crept down to the end
of his lawn. The archer was about midway down the alley. He turned
and shouted, “These are rock hard times, friend!” before turning
and continuing on his way.

Alvin went back up to the porch and lit
another cigarette. He needed it after that. Once finished, he
chucked it out into the yard and hoped sleep would come quickly. He
pulled the storm door open and turned the knob on the
door.

Shit. It was locked.

He didn’t remember locking it. In fact,
he usually took precautions to make sure it was never
locked.

Oh well. He still had his keys in his
pocket.

He reached his hand in. No keys. He
definitely didn’t remember taking them out of his pocket. He didn’t
have any reason to. He checked his other pocket to make sure his
cell phone wasn’t in there. It wasn’t. He would have to beat on the
door until April heard him.

Just as he started to really lay into
it, he saw movement in the kitchen. The light was on. He hoped it
was April’s shadow from the living room. Maybe she had had some
kind of psychic calling or something.

No.

He didn’t see her.

But there was still that shadowy
movement. Maybe it was a reflection. He could even make out a face.
There. On the other side of the glass. It kind of looked like him.
Only it didn’t. Not really. The face was too sculptured and pale.
Alvin blinked his eyes. Took a step back.

There was someone in the
house.

Crazy panic shot through his
body.

A man was in the house. A man who
looked kind of like him only better. And he was better dressed than
Alvin, wearing a well-cut dark suit. He didn’t look like a maniac
but why would he be in the house?

The man made eye contact with
Alvin.

Then he raised the index finger of his
right hand and drew it across his throat. The gesture was childish
and endlessly threatening.

Alvin wasn’t going to let this happen.
He played with the pneumatic catch at the top of the storm door to
prop it open. He grabbed one of the deck chairs and slammed it
against the glass of the door. A crack opened in one of the panes.
The man stood just on the other side of the glass,
unflinching.

Alvin brought the chair back for
another go when an amplified voice from behind him said, “Please
put the chair down!”

He turned to see a police car, lights
flashing, in the alleyway.

Good, he thought. Someone who could
help him.


A Hospital at Night


Part Two

 


Another volley of tears shuddered
through April. She bent forward. Mirabel rubbed her
back.

“I just can’t believe he’s
gone. You don’t think it’s awful… that I wasn’t there with him, do
you? I just couldn’t see him like that.”

“It’s okay, honey. Did he
have anyone else?”

“Do you mean was
he married,
too?”

Mirabel patted her on the good arm,
took her hand and held it with her own.

“No. Thank god. Alvin
started seeing things, Mir. He would talk about conversations that
didn’t happen. A lot of times I knew
because I was standing right there when he
allegedly had them. He was a stranger. I didn’t know what to think.
That’s what it’s like when you think you know somebody so well and
then realize you never knew him at all. I was scared. So I started
letting Brett stay over. I shouldn’t have done that. I should have
stayed at his place but I thought… I thought if Alvin had the house
to himself he wouldn’t last a week. This way I could kind of keep
an eye on him.”


Two

 


Alvin placed the chair back on the
porch and descended the steps to meet the approaching police
officer. The officer didn’t look at all like a cop. His hair flowed
down to the middle of his back, his shirt was untucked, he was very
thin, and he wobbled when he walked. He held a cell phone up to his
left ear.

“Well, I gotta go. I gotta
make an arrest. Huh? Oh, I don’t know. Some asshole. Yeah, I got
some stuff. Later. Bye.”

Alvin, less than two feet away, stared
at the cop.

The cop flipped his phone shut and
stuck it in his pants pocket. He looked at Alvin with heavy-lidded,
bloodshot eyes.

“I don’t think there will be
any need to make an arrest, sir,” Alvin said.

“I didn’t just drive out
here for nothing.”

“I think it’s just a
misunderstanding. Someone broke into my house. That’s the person
you should be arresting. My wife is in there sleeping.” Alvin
pointed over his shoulder, hoping the strange man was staring out
the window, hoping to catch his arrest.

“No one broke into your
home. What are you doing outside?”

“Trying to get back
in.”

“Sounds like you’re the one
trying to break into a home.”

“It’s my home.”

“Are you the one who
called?”

“No. I left my phone
inside.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Look, Officer...” Alvin
studied the man’s nametag. “Fuckpants?”

“Yeah, I’m Officer
Fuckpants.” His lips twitched with suppressed laughter as he
spoke.

“I locked myself outside and
when I tried to get back in I saw a man in the kitchen.”

“Maybe because he’s the one
who lives here.”

“No, he doesn’t. I live
here.”

“Is it that guy?”

Fuckpants pointed to the house. Alvin
saw the man in the glow of the kitchen, staring out.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah. He’s staying here.
I’m sorry but I’m gonna have to take you in. Don’t make this end up
in a restraining order.”

“What? Why are you taking me
in?”

“Breaking and entering.
Disturbing the peace.” The cop leaned in and sniffed. “Public
intoxication. You’re wiped out, man. Let me take you in and you can
get a little rest. Get your head cleared.”

“Ludicrous.”

“Follow me.”

Alvin thought about protesting and saw
his list of charges escalate: resisting arrest, assaulting a police
officer.

“It’s okay to be upset.
Nobody likes to get arrested.”

Was this guy even a cop?

“I need to see a badge,”
Alvin said. “I’m not going anywhere until I see a
badge.”

“Gimme a fuckin’ break.”
Fuckpants reached into his back pocket and pulled out a beaded hemp
wallet. He flipped it open and stuck the badge less than an inch in
front of Alvin’s face. “There ya go. That badgy enough for
ya?”

Alvin had no idea what a real badge
looked like. It looked like it was made out of metal, not plastic.
Was that good enough? He didn’t know. Probably didn’t have much of
a choice.

“Come on.” Fuckpants began
walking toward the squad car, pulled half up onto the curb like he
had arrived during some great emergency. “You’ll have to get in on
the passenger side. Backseat’s full.”

Alvin glanced into the backseat. A fat
man in a white t-shirt lay sprawled across it, either deeply asleep
or dead.

“I guess I should put these
on you.” Fuckpants pulled out a pair of handcuffs. “Put your hands
behind your back.”

“Honestly.”

“When I show up to the scene
of a crime and some crazy fucker’s tryin’ to break out a window, I
become concerned for my personal safety. I’m sorry if you don’t see
that as an issue.”

Alvin turned around, pressing himself
against the car, and held his arms behind him. “Aren’t you going to
read me my rights or anything?”

“You don’t have
any.”

The cold cuffs encircled his
wrists.

“That’s too
tight.”

The cop chuffed out a breath. “You’re
lucky they ain’t cobras. That’s how they do it some places. Wrap a
couple cobras around your wrists for cuffs. That’s some scary
terrorist torture shit, you ask me.”

Fuckpants closed his hand around
Alvin’s left arm and guided him to the passenger side of the car.
He opened it and crammed Alvin in.

Alvin stared back at his house. There
were people on the roof. About six of them. They wore black
coveralls and gas masks. He squinted at the lettering on their
backs. Acme Demolition. They dropped things that looked like thick
wires off the roof: red and yellow and green.

The cop opened the driver’s side door
and hopped in.

“What are those people doing
on top of the house?” Alvin asked.

The cop looked back at the house.
“Looks like they’re wirin’ it up.”

“Wiring it up?
Why?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s
scheduled.”

“Scheduled?”

“For detonation. They’ve
been doin’ it to a lot of the houses in the area. Looks like
they’re just gettin’ started. Probably has three days, tops.”
Fuckpants fired up the ignition. Led Zeppelin blasted out of the
speakers. The cop pulled away from the curb and proceeded to sing
along with the song, mimicking Robert Plant’s high-pitched voice.
Alvin leaned over and placed his forehead against the cool glass as
they pulled out onto Payne and made a right, going toward
downtown.


A Hospital at Night


Part Three

 


Beep. Beep. Beep.

April couldn’t figure out if the sound
was comforting or something like a death knell.

“Sometimes he would just get
mad at everyone and rant for what felt like hours. He said everyone
was asleep. No one could do anything right. Sometimes, in public,
he would point to someone, and say that person was asleep. He said
he wished the sleepers wouldn’t feel the need to walk around and
act awake. He said he wished they would just stay asleep.
Everything was some kind of conspiracy. He said they were really
supposed to be sleeping and were only awakened so they could
consume things. He said if you just stripped away everything from
these people—television and movies and malls and restaurants and
cars and everything it is that it seems like most people work
for—that they would just curl up and go back to sleep and sleep
forever. He wondered if they dreamed. He said they were dead
inside.”


Three

 


They cruised down Payne Avenue. The
Point, the place where Alvin used to work, loomed on the hill just
beyond the city, surrounded by a noxious looking greenish brown
luminescence. Jets of orange fire shot up from the gloom. This far
away, you couldn’t hear it. But, Alvin knew, the closer you got,
the louder it was. Inside was a constant, deafening roar that
bludgeoned its way through your skin and got into your viscera and
bones and ricocheted around until you could feel your brain
rattling against your skull.

It was like the Point sucked all the
energy out of the city. It gave people a place to work and it paid
them decently but it also told them they were little more than
pieces of a machine. Not just the actual machinery of the Point but
the machinery of society as well. The workers at the Point made
money and took out mortgages and car payments and consumed
everything they could get their hands on until they were
overweight, abusive, alcoholic basket cases. This was normal. This
was normal. This was normal.

Alvin wondered about that. He didn’t
think there was anything normal about it.

The city was rife with sores and
blights and rot. Alvin noticed several of the houses and buildings
that must have been detonated. He could have asked Fuckpants about
it but the music was way too loud. Sandwiched in between two
perfectly fine houses with lights in at least one of the windows
would be a blackened husk. Or a pile of rubble.

The cars parked on the sides of the
road were rusted, multicolor hulks. The people walking along the
sidewalks were skeletal, all their clothes stained a dingy, uniform
color very much like the grainy darkness around them.

Alvin hadn’t noticed any of this
before.

Fuckpants pulled a cigarette from his
breast pocket and lit it. He sucked in deeply and Alvin realized
the cop was smoking marijuana. He held it down as long as he could,
grunting with the effort. He exhaled a plume of smoke and unleashed
a volley of coughs. He proffered the joint to Alvin who shook his
head.

“You’re a straight, huh?”
Fuckpants asked him.

“It’s illegal. I don’t want
to be in any more trouble than I already am.” He had to talk loud
over the music. He hated classic rock. He’d heard all the songs a
million times when he was in high school and didn’t have a
particular desire to listen to them again.

“Shit,” Fuckpants said.
“There’s worse things than a little weed.”

“I can’t believe you’re
really a cop.”

“Well, I’m more of a night
cop. We’re a different breed. See that fellow sleepin’ back there?
He’s a daytime cop. He’s been out for quite a while. I ain’t seen
the sun in... Jesus, I don’t know how long it’s been.”

How long had it been
since Alvin had
seen daylight? He couldn’t remember. There was the period when he
pretended to go to work but… things got hazy after that. Maybe he
slept all day. He was tired a lot. The last time he was awake
during the day he remembered thinking the brightness of it was
harsh and oppressive. He had just wanted to be inside somewhere,
anywhere, draw the blinds, and wait for night to come. Maybe that
was what he needed. A night shift job. Maybe he could get hired
back on at the Point for third shift work.

The cop took another toke off the
joint. He slung his head around and sang along with the music.Alvin
wondered exactly how high the cop was. A light in front of them
turned red and Fuckpants stopped the car about twenty feet in front
of it. He took another drag off the joint.

This can’t be real, Alvin thought. He
needed to get back to April. This cop was just playing games. He
hadn’t done anything illegal. And April could be in serious
trouble. Who was that man in there with her? He kind of looked like
Alvin but Alvin didn’t think April would believe it was him. He
could be a rapist. He could be a murderer. And the cop had seen him
but now Alvin was the one going to jail. It didn’t make any sense.
And what about those people wiring up the house? What if they
detonated it while she was still in there?

The light turned green and Fuckpants
stepped slowly onto the accelerator. Alvin began thrashing in the
passenger seat, throwing his shoulder against the door.

Fuckpants looked over at him. “Whoa,”
he said. “Whoa now. Take it easy.”

Alvin clenched his teeth, rocked
vigorously forward and back, banging into the seat with all of his
weight. “Let me out! Let me out! Let me out!”

Fuckpants slammed on the brakes and the
car went sliding sideways. He angrily roached his joint in the
ashtray, sparks flickering lazily to the floor. “Now listen here,”
he said, his bloodshot eyes gone wild and crazy. “You ain’t goin’
nowhere. You’re goin’ to the station with me. You were implicated
in a very serious crime and we can’t let that go unpunished.
Besides, you need to be processed.”

“Processed! What the fuck do
you mean?! You’re a fucking lunatic! This whole thing is madness!
Turn! Down! The! Fucking! Radio!” Alvin rammed his knee against
what he thought was the radio. There were so many electronic
gadgets in the dash, he didn’t know what was what.

Fuckpants angrily poked at a
bunch of buttons until the radio fell silent. Then he brought back
his right hand and punched Alvin in the face. Blood trickled from
his nose. He licked it away from his upper lip and spat at the cop.
“My wife is in my home with a complete stranger who is posing as
me. I was only trying to get back into my house. I’m sure you have
some sort of database you can look in to see that it
is my home. You can see my
driver’s license to verify that.”

Fuckpants just shook his head. “It
ain’t nearly that easy. You’ve entered into a whole fuck lot of red
tape. You probably won’t be back home for weeks, at least. I think
it’s time you faced reality and admit to yourself your little
wife’s found a new fuck buddy.”

“You’re an
asshole.”

“Be that as it may, I’m also
an officer of the law. And you have broken the law. And you will be
punished.”

He backed the car up and hit the
accelerator. The car went shooting down the avenue once again. Now
they were going downhill, only a few minutes away from downtown. At
the next light, a man was crossing the street. It looked like he
was glowing. It looked like he was green. Alvin felt his foot
pressing an imaginary brake on the floorboard. But Fuckpants seemed
unconcerned. Alvin’s heart rate slowed a little when it looked like
the glowing man was going to make it to the next lane without being
hit. Then Fuckpants swerved over to hit him head on. The car
smashed into him with a meaty impact and just kept going. Alvin
turned to look at the man splattered and twisted on the road.
Turning back to stare at the windshield, he saw a glowing neon
green substance slathered all over it. Fuckpants turned on the
windshield washer and wipers until it was mostly gone.

Before Alvin could say anything,
Fuckpants said, “Don’t worry about it, it was just a
raid.”

“A raid?”

“Rade. R-A-D-E. It’s short
for radiation victim. No one really knows what they are but most
people think they come from the Point.”

“I worked there and I’ve
never seen anything like that. I don’t even think the Point deals
in radiation.”

“Oh, the Point wouldn’t
acknowledge that they had anything to do with it. The bigwigs there
have everybody convinced the rades are public nuisance number
one.”

“I’ve never even heard of
them.”

“You wouldn’t unless you
come out at night a lot.”

“I can’t remember the last
time I was out during the day.”

“The night has a lot more
levels than the day. You’ll find out after you’ve been
processed.”

“What the fuck is wrong with
you? I don’t need to get processed. I need to get home.”

“You can forget about that.
I’m going to take you back to the station and you’re going to be
processed. Processed deeper into the night.”

Alvin didn’t know if Fuckpants was
serious or just trying to scare him. “You’re a fucking
halfwit.”

“Keep it up with that smart
mouth. Your list of crimes just keeps gettin’ longer and longer.
Wanna know why the rades are considered a nuisance?”

“Why not.”

“Let me ask you this, first
of all, what did you do at the Point?”

“I worked in human
resources, data entry kind of stuff mostly.”

“Oh, so you worked in
an office?”

“Mostly, but I started out
in the foundry just like everybody else.”

“So I guess you think that
makes you better than the rest of ‘em? ‘Cause you was able to work
your way up?”

“No, not at all. I’m just… I
just wasn’t cut out for the foundry. What does this have to do with
anything?”

“Well, I was just wonderin’
how come you never heard about the rades and now I know; it’s
‘cause you weren’t down there with everybody else. Now, this’s been
a recent phenomenon. They say one of the workers was exposed to so
much toxic shit he started to turn green and shit and then, get
this, he started to develop needles
growin’ outta his fingertips. Lost all his hair.
Couldn’t wear clothes ‘cause they’d just burn up when they touched
that skin. Then his dick fell off. The fucker wasn’t even human no
more. Then he started stickin’ those needles into other folks and
they started turnin’ into things just like him. Now it ain’t
illegal to kill ‘em or nothin’. Fact, it’s encouraged. ‘Cause once
you turn into a rade, there ain’t no turnin’ back.”

Alvin just shook his head. If his hands
were not cuffed behind him, he would have closed them over his ears
so he didn’t have to listen to Fuckpants anymore.

“Fine. Don’t believe me.” He
reached into the ashtray and fished out his joint. He lit it up
again, flaming sparks drifting down to his shirt, and took a deep
breath. “Once you get deeper into the night you’re gonna see a
whole bunch of shit.”

Alvin leaned forward and put his head
on the dashboard. “Fucking kill me now.”

“No time soon!” Fuckpants
shouted and hit the stereo button again. This time it was Rush.
Alvin fought the urge to throw up.


A Hospital at Night


Part Four

 


April hadn’t said anything for some
time. She sat with her elbows in her lap, her hands covering her
eyes, shuddering and crying and trying to breathe
steadily.

“How’s the arm feeling?”
Mirabel asked.

“I think I need to use the
restroom.”

April shakily stood and walked to the
bathroom at the corner of the room. She flipped on the light. It
was white, fluorescent, and stinging. She had the vague sense it
had torn something apart. She shut the door and didn’t bother to
lock it. She lifted the crescent seat of the toilet, dropped to her
knees, and vomited into it, black swirling with clear mucous. She
had a desire to reach into the bowl and grab the vomit and lift it
out by the handful and put it back in her mouth. She was tired of
losing parts of herself.

Mirabel tapped gently on the door. “You
okay, honey?”

April put the seat back down with a
pristine plastic clapping sound.

“I’m okay. I’ll be out in
just a second.”

She turned the faucet to the sink on
and splashed some cold water in her face. She refused to look
directly at the mirror. She patted her face dry with a hand towel,
opened the door, and turned off the light. Mirabel was there,
putting a heavy arm around her shoulders, guiding her back to the
chair.

She sat down and stared at Alvin and
his tubes. She didn’t know what to feel. Pity. Anger. Sadness.
Love. Hate. Maybe it was all the same in the end.

“Morning’s dead. Does that
make you feel better? Does that make you happy?”

“Now now.” Mirabel patted
her good arm. “That’s not gonna do anybody any good.”

Now April clutched Mirabel’s hand and
gave it a little shake. “I might need a minute to be
alone.”

Mirabel stood up and ran a hand along
the top of April’s head. “I should probably be doing my rounds
anyway. Give Jackie a chance to go have a cigarette. You gonna be
okay?”

“You’ll come
back?”

“As soon as I
can.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“You need anything, you know
how to get me here. You need anything before I go?”

“I’m okay.”

Mirabel turned to leave and then
stopped. She spoke to April’s back. “This isn’t gonna end here
tonight, you know. Regardless of what happens with Alvin, you’re
gonna need someone to talk to after you get home and maybe for a
long time to come. I’ll always listen. I just want you to know
that.”

April nodded so Mirabel could see she
understood because, of all the people who could have said this to
April, she knew Mirabel was the only one who meant it.

Mirabel’s shoes squeaked away and then
April was left with the relative silence of the room.

The beeping from the
machines.

The dry hiss of the breathing
apparatus.

The same sounds from a dozen other
rooms.

The hushed conversations of the night
shift.

The distant sound of a
train.

The clanking from a warehouse next to
the hospital.

The wind howling through the
trees.

The clouds billowing in on
themselves.

The insectoid drone of the
moon.

The clicking of the stars.

The cold crackle of space.

Silence wasn’t really silent at
all.


Four

 


Fuckpants ran the car up onto the curb
in front of the police station. Alvin’s head smacked into the
passenger side window and he barked out in pain. He thought the
joint would have mellowed Fuckpants out but it seemed to have sent
him into a furor. Or maybe Alvin had sent him into a furor.
Fuckpants threw open the driver’s side door, not bothering to turn
off the car, went around to the passenger side, and dragged Alvin
out. He grabbed him around the right arm and marched him up the
steps leading to the station. He threw open the doors, walked Alvin
to a chair, and sat him down.

“I gotta go cool off,” he
said to an officer sitting at the desk across from Alvin. Fuckpants
stormed into an office off the main area and slammed the door.
Reggae music soon wafted out from behind it.

Looking around the police station made
Alvin think of an opium den. The officers were sitting at desks or
on brightly colored beanbags. None of them looked older than
twenty-five. A cloud of smoke had collected at the ceiling and the
whole place was redolent with marijuana, opium, and quite possibly
crack. One officer sat at his desk reading a Nietzsche book and
taking slugs from a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. A male officer and
what may have been a prostitute made out on a desk to Alvin’s left.
The officer across the desk from him had his sleeve rolled up and
slid a needle out of his arm before unstrapping the tubing and
holding the syringe out to Alvin.

“Want some?”

“I don’t think so,” Alvin
said.

“Very well.” The officer’s
eyes threatened to close, his head bobbing forward.
“Then.”

He put the syringe in a drawer and held
out his hand. He spoke very slowly. “I’m sorry to see you...
here.”

Jesus, Alvin thought. This guy’s
threatening to nod off.

“I suppose you’ve come to
be... processed?”

“Let me try and reason with
you, Officer... Bitchhole?”

“That’s right.” He tried to
smile but his pale face wasn’t working very well.

“I don’t know why I’m here.
My wife is at home with a strange man in the house. He could be
doing God knows what to her and I’m stuck in this
lunacy.”

“Not lunacy. The
law.”

“Whatever. I need to get
home to her. I would ask you to send an officer there but you all
seem pretty incapacitated.”

“We have a... good
time.”

“I need to go.”

Alvin stood up to head for the door. A
gunshot rang out and splintered the jamb to his right. His ears
rang loudly. He turned back around to see Bitchhole trying to hold
the gun. He probably could have just left but figured if Bitchhole
tried to wing him he might end up shooting him in the head
instead.

“I’m afraid... you won’t be
able to go for... long time.” He thunked the gun back down on the
wooden desk. It discharged again and took out a window. “You
need... processed.” He swiveled in his chair and pointed with an
arm gone floppy and limp. “Go down that hall on...
left.”

Alvin crossed the room. The makeout
couple on his left had now graduated to open sex. The cop had the
woman’s skirt up around her waist, bending her over the desk. His
hips moved slowly, buttocks pale under the harsh fluorescent
station lights. “Need any help finding it?” he asked
casually.

“No. I think I can manage.
You look busy anyway.”

“Fuck yeah.”

The woman moaned in ecstasy.
They were probably on ecstasy.

Alvin continued walking toward the
barred back wall of the station. Three cells lined the wall. Two of
them were occupied by what looked like a sleeping homeless guy and
a very intense wiry man wearing a mint green outfit made from bath
towels. Alvin started down the hallway. It was long and dark. There
were no doors lining it. Like it was designed specifically to be a
hallway and nothing more. At the end of the hall, pale yellow light
bled from a partially cracked door.

He felt a little nervous. He had no
idea what to expect. He reached the door, put his hand on it, and
took a deep breath.

He pushed it open to reveal a withered,
hunchbacked crone with wildly frizzy hair standing in the middle of
the room. Her right hand, gnarled and heavy-looking, was roughly
ten times the size of her left. A small camera hung suspended from
the far right corner of the room. He couldn’t imagine this place
being under surveillance and still running the way it did.
Otherwise, the room was completely empty. Just gray walls and the
gray tiled floor.

“Come to be processed, eh?”
the crone asked.

“Yeah, I guess. I heard this
was the place.”

“It is. It is.”

He continued to hover around the door,
not wanting to venture further into this emptiness. Since the crone
was the only other person in the room, he couldn’t help but think
she would be vital to the processing process.

“Come closer.” She beckoned
with her normal hand.

“I’m not sure how to do
this.”

“Just do what I say. Come
closer now.”

Cautiously, he crept toward
her.

“Closer,” she
hissed.

He moved closer.

“Closer.”

Closer still.

Once he was within arm’s length of her,
she looked him up and down and, for a brief and horrifying moment,
he thought he was going to have to have sex with this awful
creature.

“There there,” she said.
“Now this won’t hurt a bit.”

She hauled back her gigantic right hand
and took a massive roundhouse slap at his face. Her hand tore into
his cheek, the force knocking him across the room.

He barked out in pain, collapsing onto
his stomach and holding his left cheek. It was bleeding profusely.
It felt like hamburger meat against his palm.

Now the crone scampered over to him and
he braced himself, thinking she was going to kick him or something.
But she didn’t. She pulled out a slender rod about a foot in length
from her skirt and ran it over his body. She turned to the camera
in the corner and shouted, “He’s clear!”

He curled into a fetal
position.

“Can you tell me what’s
going on?”

“My job is only to
process.”

“To process me for
what?”

“Deeper into the night. They
always tell prisoners that before sending them in to me. I don’t
know why they wouldn’t have told you.”

“Deeper into the night. Why
do I have to be processed into the night? That doesn’t make any
sense.”

“It makes perfect sense. You
belong to the night now. You’re a night person. Morning is
dead.”

“Morning is
dead?”

“You’ll never see another
one. It’s just night for you now. Night. All the time. The night
has levels. You go deeper and deeper. You can look for morning all
you want. You can wait as long as you want. You can see it coming.
You can taste it and feel it and sense it in your sinuses but it
won’t come.”

The door creaked open and two officers
came into the room. One of them was dressed, though shabbily, as a
cop. The other wore baby blue footed sleeping pajamas. Positioning
themselves on either side of him, they hoisted him to his
feet.

“Where are you taking
me?”

“To your cell,
douchebag.”

He thought about struggling but knew
there wasn’t any reason. He could only go back through the police
station and there were too many cops out there, unless they had all
passed out by now. They dragged him back down the hall. The one in
uniform pulled a comically huge key ring from his belt and unlocked
the door to the cell with the man in the towel outfit.

“Why can’t I have the empty
one?”

“Saving it. Now get in there
and shut the hell up. Besides, it’s not empty.”

They tossed him roughly into the cell.
He went sliding across the sickly wet floor. He curled his left arm
around his head and bled onto it.

The intense man rocked back and forth
on his bed, the only one in the cell, and said, “So, you into
frottage?” His voice was high and nasally.

Alvin continued to lie there with his
head on his arm, smelling the ammonia on the floor. He didn’t know
if it was from piss or cleaner. “I don’t know what that
is.”

“It’s like, uh, rubbing up
against each other, you know? We don’t have to penetrate or
anything. We could leave our clothes on, even. Although it’s better
without.”

“I don’t think I’m into
frottage.”

“Damn,” the man said before
going back to rocking. “I’m Lars, by the way.”

“I’m Alvin.”

“It’s nice to meet you,
Alvin.”

“Nice to meet you too,
Lars.” He figured he might as well be nice to him. After all, they
were both in the same boat.

“I really wish you were into
frottage.”

“Me too.”

“Really? I mean, we could
always try it. If you didn’t like it we could stop.”

“I’m kind of tired right
now. I might try to rest for a little bit.”

“Oh. All right.
Okay.”
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