A Young Love





I





        Awaking near the window still causes disorientation.  It's obviously the light, but I could swear there is something more.  I've been in Trevor's cubicle for half of a week.  Now, rather than four curtain-walls, I have three curtain-walls and one window-wall.  Trevor was discharged two days after the pins in his left shin were removed.  He was elated.  The doctors replaced two of the pins in my skull because my halo brace worked loose.  I wasn't too pleased.


        Fifteen feet from these windows before me stand a row of tall arborvitae.  They are green and tinged with gold.  It's ironic:  they give you windows and then block the view.  Yet, in several places I can see through this shrub fence.  A large golf course is spread out beyond.  It's late March.  A cold drizzle pelts the glass.  I am warm.


        The hallway is buzzing with early morning motion.  I can hear the nurses walk by the door to this room, working from room to room:  showering patients, dressing them, getting them into their wheelchairs.  Food service carts rattle down the hall, bumping into doorframes.  Janitors' shoes squeak.  And physicians are, no doubt, talking in soft modulated tones while making their scheduled rounds.  In fact, at the moment, through my curtain I hear Dr. Rawn and his entourage questioning the new guy across from me:  Ron Stanton.  He looks to be about thirty.  His ex-girlfriend shot him through the gut—the bullet grazed his spinal column.  It's not funny but when I heard about it I laughed anyway.


        “So, Mr. Stanton, what can you tell us?”


        Even after a month of his Korean accent, I still have to strain to understand Dr. Rawn.


        “I was shot.  It hurt like hell and it still hurts like hell.  Can't you guys give me something?”


        “You've been prescribed the combination of . . .”


        “Yeah, yeah, I know; the ‘pain cocktail.’  But it doesn't help.”


        “The only other prescription I can make, Mr. Stanton, is for Tylenol Three.”


        “Tylenol!  Goddamned aspirin!  This is a hospital; you haven't got anything stronger than that?”


        “Please, Mr. Stanton, shouting will not help.  And Tylenol Three is not . . .”


        I ignore the Tylenol speech.  I've known Stanton's type.  He won't trust the doctor, and he'll always believe he's being misled or lied to.  I wonder what Stanton looks like?  Probably strong:  the whiners always look strong.  He came in this morning.  I haven't seen him, only heard him groaning and occasionally swearing.  He must be in pain, but he does not handle it well.  The next few weeks will be long(for both of us.


        “Doc, listen, there's got to be something else.”


        “Mr. Stanton, we have other patients we must attend to.  While on rounds we only take notes.  Please excuse us, and I'll return later.”


        “Yeah, right.”


        The small group leaves Stanton's area.  I hear them drag feet, shuffle notes, and click ballpoint pens.  They stand now just outside my curtain.  Dr. Rawn briefs them from my chart.  They whisper about me as though I cannot hear them.  “Mr. Hansen is an asymmetrical C5-6, 7 quad.  He was injured in an automobile accident.  A splintered two-by-six went through his car door and entered his right side, forcing his spinal column to the left.  The upper lobe of his right lung was removed.  And no surgeries were performed on his spinal column.  He wears a halo brace.  The brace, as you'll notice, is attached to the skull by four screws and supported by a jacket around the chest.”  Do they really think I can't hear them?


        “Mr. Hansen?”


        I do not reply.  A response would only encourage or justify Dr. Rawn's annoying habit of opening my curtain uninvited.


        “Ah, good morning, you're awake.”


        As my curtain opens and before his curtain closes, I catch a brief glimpse of a bearded man propped up in the opposite bed(my new roommate, Stanton.  First impression:  he reminds me of a soap opera star(combed hair, clipped beard, everything in place(even in the hospital.


        “How are you feeling today?”


        Dr. Rawn seems less interested in feelings than he does facts.  With a cotton swab he scrapes a small glob of puss from one of the pins in my forehead.


        “I'm fine.”


        “Is this sensitive here?”


        He prods the infected area.


        Hell, yes.


        “A little.”


        His group huddles around my bed and leans over me, studying the red pin sites.  I won't show what I feel, not to them.  Each one is seeing me as compassionately as they would a photograph or a corpse.  Each one is dressed in a white frock coat, concealing red, yellow, and blue blouses and shirts.  Each one is hiding his or her self from me.


        “You know, this might be able to come off in two weeks; it all depends on your X-rays.”


        “That's what the neurologists have said.”


        “Well, let's hope, then.”


        Like I haven't been?


        “And how is your side?”


        “It has healed.  The only open spot is on my back where the halo jacket rubbed it raw.”


        He pulls and stretches my skin, examining my scars.


        “And the side of your neck?”


        “Still draining.”


        He speaks to the interns again.  “When they removed the two-by-six from Mr. Hansen's side a substantial amount of debris was left behind.  He developed an abscess on the left side of his neck.  We lanced it and now, as you can see, three weeks later, slivers of wood and small pieces of Mr. Hansen's clothing are being pushed out, rejected by his body.”


        I feel like a recently discovered alien, as if my body were different from theirs.  The men all look at me studiously, anxiously, finally seeing what they've only read about, like car mechanics at long last given an engine to work on.  No more textbooks; here's the real thing.  But the women are different.  I look from one to another.  Where the men seem of a single mind, the women seem split into two groups:  either callous or caring.  On my left stands a woman in her thirties, blond hair pulled back severely into a ponytail.  She avoids my eyes and shows no emotion, only seriousness.  She resembles the men and yet she lacks their enthusiasm.  I am that long-awaited engine, but only a machine, no more.  However, opposite her coldness, and on my right, just beside Dr. Rawn, stands a brunette, probably in her mid-thirties too.  Her hair is also pulled back, but loosely; it falls about her shoulders and neck comfortably.  She smiles shyly when our eyes meet.  Sympathy?  Empathy?  Affection?  Or do I deceive myself?


        “OK, Mr. Hansen, good enough.”


        Dr. Rawn turns and leaves.  The others follow him.  A short Japanese man lingers momentarily to look at my neck wound then hurries out.  The brunette is last.  She smiles, pulls my curtain closed.  I wonder:  Did she close Stanton's curtain as well?





*                       *                       *





        Jeremy is behind schedule today, but I don't mind.  I'm in no hurry.  Besides, he looks harried.  That's bad news for him; he just came on shift.  His white nurse's shirt is off a button and his hair is mussed.  He's very particular about his appearance.  I could tell him about the button or his hair, but why?


        “Morning, Mr. Hansen.  And how are you today?”


        Peachy keen.


        “I'm fine, Jeremy, and yourself?”


        “You don't want to know.”


        He's right there.  But, then, he didn't really want to know how I was either.


        “Oh, can't be that bad.”


        Boy, I'm feeling generous today.


        “Anne's got me working both my patients and Diane's.”


        Ooh, that is rough.


        “Really.  Diane's sick?”


        “I guess.  I don't know.  She better be!”


        He moves around the room frantically, dropping washcloths and towels.  As he pulls the sheets back on my bed he stumbles.


        “For your sake, Jeremy, I hope it's only one day.”


        “Me too.”


        His forehead glistens.


        “Say, today's not your shower day is it?”


        “Nope.”


        “Thank God!  I think I already have four to give this morning.”


        He busily detaches my night bag from my in-dwelling catheter and attaches my leg bag.  The leg bag holds less urine but it's easier to conceal.  The first time Jeremy was my nurse I was quite apprehensive.  It's not that I'm homophobic or anything . . . well, maybe a little, for I certainly don't understand, but something about him made me uneasy.  Of course, now I know what that something was.  After Lawrence my old roommate came down with pneumonia, Jeremy acted concerned, but I know he never truly cared.  I can understand a person not giving a damn for other people, but I cannot understand a person who acts as though he cares, when he doesn't.  And after Lawrence died, well, that just made me dislike Jeremy all the more.


        He dresses me, pulling on my pants, now my shoes.  He transfers me to my wheelchair.  Washes my hair.  Then buttons on a gown around my halo vest.


        “All right, thanks, Jeremy.”


        “Yes, sir.”


        He hurries out of the room.








        The first order of the day is to meet this Stanton fellow.  He's moaning or humming at the moment; I'm not sure which.  His curtain is still closed.


        “Hello?”


        “Yeah, come on in.”


        I push the curtain aside and wheel in, stopping just inside.  I'm in a manual wheelchair now.  My right arm has acquired enough strength to get me up and down the halls, so I'm receiving a regular amount of exercise lately.


        “I guess we're neighbors.”


        “Yeah, looks that way.”


        “I'm Chris.”


        “Ron Stanton.”


        His cubicle is full of flowery get-well stuff, an image consistent with his soap-star appearance.  I haven't anything more to say to him.


        “You'll probably wish we weren't neighbors if this pain doesn't go away.”


        I squirm in my chair.  My halo feels tight, heavy, like when they first screwed it on.  The wound on my neck burns.


        “Bad, huh?”


        “Oh, man, the worst.”


        “Uh.  Well, hey, I gotta be to therapy in a few minutes.  I better get going.”


        “Yeah, sure.  See you later.”


        “OK.”





*                       *                       *





        The only one-word description that accurately encompasses and exemplifies life within a hospital environment is fragmented.  Frag-men-ted.  F-R-A-G-M-E-N-T-E-D.  Every day is scheduled into little time blocks, blocks that intermix day to day.  And within those little time blocks are different people, people who are different day to day.  Even when bedridden, one dreads the day-to-day, for the fragmentation is monotonous in its own way.


        Take, for example, the distribution of medication.  Meds are delivered at mealtimes and at bedtime.  One would think that meant regularly.  Yet within a seven-day period your meds might never come at the same time.  In fact, the times may be off by as much as two hours.  Monday your lunchtime Baclofen might come at eleven and Tuesday it might come at one.


        But, to me, the most unnerving instance of this fragmentation is the way in which people slip in and seem to slip right back out of the frame of the hospital world.  Nurses and patients appear and disappear regularly.  It seems like just yesterday I was talking with Georgine and Mr. LeRoy, laughing with Trevor, and listening to Lawrence.  Where do these people go?  Of course, Lawrence died, there's no mystery in that, but what about Georgine, LeRoy and Trevor? Where are they?  It's as though the hospital were an omniscient, sentient thing, dictating the time and the lives it holds therein.


        For most young spinal cord patients, physical therapy is one of the more recurring time blocks.  Like mealtimes and meds, physical therapy is inevitable.  But I enjoy PT because it gives me time with Elizabeth.  Elizabeth is five-five with shoulder length brown hair.  Her eyes are brown and somewhat slanted and her face is tan and somewhat square.  She is average looking.  But average is not a word that suits her because Elizabeth's attractiveness has nothing to do with her appearance.


        I roll into the therapy room twice a day.  This morning we are working on transfers.  To attain a day pass, quadriplegics have to demonstrate that they can instruct someone in the procedure.  The transfer is relatively simple to learn yet important to get right.


        “Hey, you're early.”


        Sitting cross-legged, Elizabeth is repairing a wheelchair on the mats.  The other therapists are gabbing in the office.


        “Yeah, met my new roommate this morning.”


        “Bad, huh?”


        “Yep.”


        She grins and clears off the mat.  She's wearing a sleeveless shirt and baggy pants.  Her hair is pulled back loosely, strands fall over eyes.  She repeatedly sweeps them aside.


        “Transfers.  You ready?”


        “Of course.”


        “Come on, then.  Get over here.”


        I wheel over parallel to the mat and lift my legs off the wheelchair leg rests.  Pressing the release lever, each leg rest swings outward.  Rolling up my T-shirt, I unfasten the Velcro belt at my waist.  I look up at Elizabeth.  I am ready to be transferred.


        “All right,” I say, “hug me and throw me to the mat.”


        Elizabeth laughs.  It's a masculine sound, comforting.


        “You'll have to do better than that.”


        “OK.  But I'm gonna get that hug.”


        I lead her through the steps:  she braces my legs, wrapping her arms around me, then pivots, using only her leg muscles, not her back.  But the procedure is routine for me, as it is for her; this is simply a formality for Elizabeth to check me off as capable.  She's transferring me back to my wheelchair now.  Her bare arms soft and warm against mine.  Her hair light and wispy across my cheek.  Often, I feel as though Elizabeth has saved me from becoming bitter.  Ever since I came onto the ward she has treated me no different from anyone else, which, when viewed from behind the bars of my halo, has made me feel more than special.


        “Ouch.”


        “What's wrong?”


        “Your halo gouged my shoulder.  How much longer do you have to wear that thing?”


        “I'm not sure, but I get X-rayed in less than two weeks.  It could be that soon.”


        “Not soon enough.”


        “You're telling me?”


        She smiles, knowingly.


        “Well, you want to go for three laps?”


        Elizabeth sits on the mat in front of me with both of her hands on my knees, strands of hair falling onto her forehead.


        “Yeah.”


        She stands and rests her left hand on my shoulder as I push toward the door.  I'm going to attempt three laps around the ward in the same amount of time it took me to do two last week.  I know the day will come when, all my limits met, I will not be able to wheel any faster.  I'll push as hard as I can but to no avail.  The inevitableness of that day haunts me, for that's the day my body will be finished recovering.


        Elizabeth stands beside me, stopwatch in hand.


        “Ready?”


        She looks as expectant and as nervous as I feel.


        “Yes.”


        As I push, an image of Elizabeth cheers in my mind.





*                       *                       *





        It's nine p.m.  I'm feeling sorry for myself.  Stanton's girlfriend is here.  I'm in bed already, no escape.  I'm not eavesdropping, but the giggles and cries are impossible to ignore:  “Ron!  Stop that!”  Giggle, giggle.


        I hear him chuckle.  They've been playing their games for the last two hours.  I try to watch television, but that only makes their interruptions more annoying.


        It's easier when Stanton's in pain.  Almost tolerable(almost.  At least there's no imaginable cause for his moaning and groaning, then—that and the fact that when he hurts I don't envy him.





*                       *                       *





        Enfolded by two arms I love, I am kissed and lifted beyond my crippled body.  Entwined, encircled, spinning, and joyous, I kiss and am kissed again.  Sighs, amorous and fleshy, fill my senses with caresses and promises.  But what is this?  Arms, more arms, many arms with muscled, powerful hands, gripping my shoulders and pulling me under.  No more kiss, no more sighs; all is raucous and loud.


        I awake.  It's two-thirty a.m.  The noise coming from Stanton's side of the room is crippling in itself.  I can't sleep, not with that racket.  His crying and whining is indescribable.  At one moment it's a piteous wail, “ohhh!” as if he dies.


 And the next it sinks to a dismal “uhhh,” as if he lives.  I am not without heart, but this is intolerable.  And what's worse is that it is inconsistent.  He only makes this blasted ruckus when his girlfriend is not around.  Pathetic.  He's pathetic.  I wish someone would simply shoot the son of a bitch.  I laugh.  Shoot him?  Someone already did, you dope; it didn't work.  His former girlfriend shot him and went to prison all because of his infidelity.  I feel sorry for her.  He's a miserable bastard.


        “Ohhh, Jesus.  Ohhh, Christ.”


        Great, now he's praying.


        “Ugh, God.”


        Shut up.


        I cannot help being reminded of Lawrence, the old man who died a few days ago.  But Lawrence was different.  His cries were those in light of death.  The end, the abyss, the void, the grave.  Stanton's not dying; he's only hurt.  Goddamn him.  He's disgraceful.  Haven't we all suffered?





*                       *                       *





        I am obsessed.  Stanton, Stanton, Stanton; pain, pain, pain; women, women, women.  I don't know which is worse:  the repulsion of watching Stanton's girlfriend dote on him or the jealousy of not having a woman dote on me.  I leave the room every time she comes to visit now(and that's nearly ten hours a day.  Of course, I don't leave for his sake.  I'd do anything to spite him.  I leave for my own sake.  When she's not here, I have to listen to him complain of his pain, how he suffers so.  But that's better than when she is here, for then he coos and plays the fool.  Granted, she is pretty(in a Barbie-doll kind of way.  But the fact that she can profess love for him, well, it just makes me sick.


        It's nine p.m., Sunday.  The day went slowly.  No visitors.  No therapy.  Nothing.  Just Stanton and his puppet.  She's still here, so I'm wheeling around the hospital.  There are six floors in this hospital and six more in the adjoining administration building.  I'll push down every damned hall if I have to.  I'm not going back to my room.


        “Chris, hey, wait up.”


        I stop and turn.


        “Hi, Angel.  What are you up to?”


        “Break.”


        “Ah, headed anywhere in particular?”


        “Oh, no.  Not really.”


        “Not going to the nurse's lounge?”


        “Naw.”


        “Well, then, join me for a walk?”


        “Sure, OK.”


        Angel is one of the nicest, friendliest, most understanding people I've ever known.  She's of average height and somewhat plump(beautifully balanced, she says.  Her skin, a combination of her black father and white mother, is brown.  She has three children and she is divorced.  However, as nice as she is, she's the kind of nurse who thinks she knows what is best for a patient's mental health, too.  For example, she's the one who moved me next to the window.  I came in from therapy and all my belongings were one bed over.  It's true; I didn't mind.  I had in fact wanted to be next to the window, but she didn't ask me.  She simply moved my things.


        “Why are you out so late?”


        “You need to ask?”


        “She's still here?”


        “Yep.”


        Stanton's story and his habits have become widely known, though he has not yet left the room.


        “Someone should do something about that man.  He's probably going to get himself shot again.”


        “Makes you wonder, doesn't it?”


        We pass the closed cafeteria doors and then a row of Coke, coffee, and candy machines.  The halls are quiet and some are dark.


        “You know, I requested not to work your room because of him.  I can't stand him, the way he carries on.”


        “I wondered what happened to you.  It's not the same anymore.  Hey, don't laugh; it's true.  I don't have anyone I can trust or talk to.”


        She still laughs.


        “Maybe that will change.  We're getting a new patient in our ward tomorrow.”


        “Another?  How's that going to change anything?”


        “You never know . . .”


        “Is he old, young, middle . . .?”


        “She's upstairs right now.”


        “She?  Oh, I see.”


        “Yes, and I think you'll like her.”


        “You met her?”


        “Uh-huh.  She may be awake still.”


        I'm sure she is.


        “You want to drop by?”


        Angel, what are you up to?


        “I . . . well, why not?”





*                       *                       *





        I have in the past visited new patients up on the fourth floor before.  When you first arrive as a new patient, you must spend a night or two in Special Care before they transfer you to your permanent ward.  But it's not easy visiting recent injuries(at least not for me.  It's only been a few months since I broke my neck.  Every reminder stings.


        The elevator doors open, and Angel and I step and roll out into a small waiting area.  She speaks with the nurse on duty and we make our way back to an isolated room.  The paper taped to the wall, left of the door, reads:  Lynne Griggs.  The door is half open.  Angel knocks.


        “Yes.  Come in.”


        The voice is young but strong.  Feminine but firm.


        Inside, surrounded by stuffed animals and balloons, lies a woman in her early twenties.  Her bed is flat and she is reading a letter or maybe writing one.  A pen rests in her left hand.


        “Hello, Lynne,” says Angel, stepping up close enough for the prostrate woman to see her.


        “Hi, Angel.”


        “I brought you a visitor.”


        “Oh, yeah?”


        Suddenly I feel as though I've been set up.  The way she speaks seems strange, conspiratorial.


        I pull up and smile stupidly through the bars of my halo.


        “Hi, Lynne.”


        “Hello.  And who are you?”


        I'm embarrassed, feeling terribly self-conscious.  My halo must glow as red as my cheeks.


        “Chris.”


        I sound shaky even to myself.  I wish I hadn't come up here.  But Angel would have made me go through this, somehow.  She’s loving every minute of it, too.  They know I know; I'm sure.


        “Well, Angel, you were right.”


        Lynne grins.  She can't hold back either.


        What?  What?  I don't even know you and you're fooling with me.


        “He isn't bad looking.”


        Damn.








II





        I would not compare Lynne to a summer's day even if I were a poet(though she is more lovely and more fair.   Everything about Lynne defies comparison.  If anything, one could only create a litany of her virtues.  Her lower spinal column was broken in an automobile accident and she has just this week been discharged from the Marines.  She's willful and determined, also, when she wants, she can be completely feminine.  In these last two weeks since I met her, she has progressed rapidly and never once slackened.  And, as far as I know, she always keeps her sense of humor.


        Indeed, yesterday was Easter.  I wouldn't have known or, in fact, cared if I hadn't awakened next to a stuffed bunny.  Lynne requires my embarrassment.  The bunny wasn't bad, though.  There's been worse these last two weeks.  Her favorite pastime is to spread rumors.  Friday she had all the nurses believing I had a bottle of whiskey stashed.  At two-thirty, the head nurse, Anne, inspected my room.  It took me an hour to convince her that Lynne had started the rumor, and, even then, I don't think she really believed me.


        I'm wheeling into physical therapy.  It's ten a.m.  In the office several therapists sit around joking or talking about what they did this past weekend(most of them ignorant of what affect their words have on patients(the life outside the hospital.  They don't seem to realize what isolation can do to a person, let alone a recently disabled one.  I see Elizabeth; she's laughing with some guy I've never seen before.  I used to be jealous of such things.  I really don't remember why.


	Over to my right Lynne sits between parallel bars with leg braces on.  Her hands grip the bars.  Jamie, her therapist, stands by her side.  They are preparing a cast for Lynne's own leg braces.  In a few more weeks Lynne will be ready to work with them.


        “Hey,” says Lynne, seeing me.  “I heard you had a new bed-partner.”


        “Yeah, I bet you did.”


        “You looked so cute hugging that bunny.”


        She grins and crosses her arms, rocking her upper body back and forth.


        “I wasn't hugging it.”


        “Oh, now, don't deny it; there's nothing to be ashamed of.”


        God, she loves to torment me.  Always goes for my ego, too(my pride.  Must come from her Marine days.


        “All right, Griggs, you've had your fun.”


        “Oh, no, I've just begun.”


        Elizabeth has come out of the office.  She stands next to me, her hand on my shoulder, the slight pressure of her right breast against my arm.  Only a few weeks ago I lived for such contact.  I was weak and alone.  But I'm embarrassed to even think about it now.  The touch of her body burns, especially when Lynne looks at me.


        “What's this?  What are you two talking about?”


        Lynne says nothing, staring down at her legs, only the top of her auburn hair showing.  I lean forward, attempting to break physical contact.


        Jamie speaks.  “Lynne had one of the nurses put a stuffed bunny in bed with Chris.”


        “Oh, a bunny, huh?”


        Elizabeth's laugh no longer reassures me as it once did and it's too masculine.  In fact, rather than embarrassment, I now feel shame for my former emotions.  Her body seems to have moved closer, as if sensing my discomfort and wanting to prolong it.  I can feel her breast against me again.  I've got to move(no matter how revealing it is.  I push over to the radio and turn it on.  Is she looking at me?  Yes, yes.  But does she see what I'm feeling?  She must sense it.  There's something, something in her expression.  Damnit, now what have I done?


        Lynne and Jamie leave to run an endurance course out in the hallway, at Lynne's suggestion.  Elizabeth transfers me to the table-mats for range of motion.  Her body feels uncomfortably hot, almost sweaty, against mine as we swing from chair to table.  What once I longed for(support, affection, physical contact(is now repulsive.  The air feels stagnant.  She lifts my right leg and looks at me with her narrowing eyes.


        “So, what's up?”


        I knew she sensed it.  I'm a fool.  What do I say?


        “I uh . . . oh, not much.”


        Idiot!


        “Come on, out with it.”


        “I don't know.”


        Honest enough, but not quite true.


        She lifts my leg to my chest.  She is leaning over me.  Her blouse hangs loose about her neck.  Helplessly I trace a line down the smooth tan skin of her throat to the cleft between her breasts.  I quickly look back to her eyes.  She didn't notice.  I am even more ashamed.  Only a month ago I would have mentioned her blouse was loose, attempting to protect her modesty.  But now, when I don't want to, I look, seemingly without shame.


        “Is it Lynne?”


        I don't want to talk about it.


        “What?  Is what Lynne?”


        “Is there something between you two?”


        She's a cold interrogator.


        “No!”


        I was too harsh.  She knows.  Damn!  Now what?


        “You want to get a Coke or something at lunch?”


        “What?”


        “You want to get a Coke at lunch?”


        “I . . . um, sure.  OK.”


        Confusing.  I'm confused.  Flustered and confused.  She changed the subject.  Why?  She lifts my other leg and her breasts press together against my shin.  I can't feel it, of course, but it's not the touch that matters now.  It's the seeing.  I feel miserable.  I look again.


        What would I say if she noticed me looking?


        What if Lynne knew?





*                       *                       *





        Misery.  Cursed, inevitable, human misery.  My X-rays showed nothing.  My spinal column is not healing so well.  The doctors said, at the least, I would wear my halo for another month.  Damned.  They say to hope; I say just wait.  It all stinks of fatalism, but what more can you do?  There are miracles, but I had mine.  I survived being impaled by one big goddamn stick.  Now it's time to wait.  Wait and cry.


        And tears truly are unmanly, but then so are laughing, fighting, and shitting.  They all have their place, just not in a man.


        I'm hiding in my corner of the four-occupant room.  I dread being found.  My curtain is closed.  My quiet sobs are unheard.











        “What did they say?”


        Lynne's voice is both comforting and humiliating.


        “Oh, another month.”


        My voice is unstable.  Casualness sounds all the more sorrowful.


        “I'm sorry.”


        “Yeah, me too.”


        “You want to be alone?”


        “Yeah.”


        If she had said ‘Do you want me to leave?’ I would have said no.


        “OK, I'll see you later.”


        Her hand pats my shoulder before she passes behind my curtain.





*                       *                       *





        It's eleven-thirty a.m., Saturday.  The sun is shining outside my window.  Through the green, pillar fence, golfers in pastel shirts and checkered pants strike little white balls while Stanton groans of his seemingly imminent death.  I'm waiting for Lynne.  We're meeting in my room and then going to lunch down the hall in the day room.


        “Chris?”


        Stanton calls me from behind his curtain.  He rarely opens it, even when he's alone.


        “Yeah.”


        “Could you fill up my water pitcher for me?”


        Let his girlfriend do it.


        “Sure, just a minute.”


        I wheel over to him and lay his plastic, yellow pitcher on my lap.


        “Be right back.”


        “OK, thanks, man.”


        Sure, just don't make a goddamn habit of it, man!


        I haven't any difficulty in filling the pitcher with water, but carrying it back is risky.  I set it on my lap and begin pushing, carefully, toward Casanova’s.


        Lynne whips around the corner into the room as I'm returning Stanton's water.


        “Hey, guy.”


“Hi, Lynne.  Give me a second.  I'll grab my fork.”   


The dining services have utensils but most quads use adaptive equipment, so they have their own forks, spoons, and knives.


        “No hurry.  Hi, Ron.”


        “Hey.”


        I hate it when Lynne talks to Ron, but I never say anything.  What might I say?  “You know, Lynne, I hate it when you talk to Ron.”  Yeah, right.


        Lynne's beside me now, looking out at the golfers.  Her auburn hair falls in ringlets about her cheeks.  She seems oblivious to my presence.  I don't mind.  Her lips hint of a smile and her green eyes glisten.  I've got my fork but lunch is not worth so much.  She's turning.  She's blushing.  Is she embarrassed?  Why?  She's smiling now.  I've been staring and she knows.  Does she also know what I've been thinking?  Her smile says yes.


        I smile in return.  Strangely, I feel eager to act, to prove something.  In vain I struggle for some task, some contest.  I need a physical challenge.  I feel violently energetic.  I feel as though I could destroy a world.  I wish for something, to give some demonstration.  And she seems to be waiting.  Waiting for me to act.  Nothing.  There is nothing.  I feel as though I need her approval.  I've never felt so utterly crippled.  Certainly, I'm blushing.  Shame, self-hate, self-pity, humiliation.  I can't even run away.


        “You hungry?”


        She's covering for me, I know.  I relent.


        “Yeah.”


        She slaps me on the knee.


        “Come on, let's go.”


        My pride is as visible and tangible as the halo encircling my skull.  Thank God, she knows when it's frail.


        I follow her toward the hall.  Stanton's girlfriend passes us at the door.  She's later than usual.  She disappears around his curtain.


        “Hi, baby.  How are you feeling?”


        I look at Lynne.  She's looking at me.  We both laugh carelessly.





*                       *                       *





        Lynne and I often share our therapy time together.  We work out with hand weights or push around the hospital together(talking, laughing, getting by.  In fact, we spend many hours every night just exploring the hospital.  But things are changing.  Not only am I hampered by my halo, she's a paraplegic and I'm a quadriplegic.  Generically speaking, her back was broken; my neck was broken.  And now that her body has begun to recover from the shock of a broken central nervous system, she is stronger.  So when we venture out through the hospital, she has to wait for me.


        “Slow down, you damn Marine.”


        “What, for you?  Now why would I do that?”


        We've shared so much that even now, when she protects my pride, I'm no longer ashamed.


        “'Cause I'd get you when you weren't looking.”


        “OK, come on bunny-lover.”


        She smiles.  And what a smile.  We push to the elevators and head for the basement.  The halls are eerie down here.  They resemble tunnels.  Of course, the fact that the morgue is down here has a lot to do with the eeriness(especially at this time of night.  It's ten-thirty.  The halls are empty.


        Lynne darts out of the elevator and disappears around a corner several feet ahead of me.  I push monotonously onward.  We resemble the hare and the tortoise.  But the floors are tiled, which makes it easier for me to push on, so I catch up before she gets bored.  She is stopped just around the corner.  I pull up and bump into her.


        “Why’d you stop here?”


        “Look.”


        I push up beside her and find a long, black bag laid out on a gurney.


        “You don't think that's a . . .?”


        “Lynne, why would they leave a body sitting in the hall all night?”


        “I don't know, but what else could it be?”


        She's right; it does look like a body.  The bag sinks in characteristic depressions of light and shadow:  a head and pointy nose drop down into a neck then rise into a chest; an abdomen slides ever-downward, as if tapering into legs; and at the bottom of the gurney, the end closest to us, the bag sags outward, taut as the corpse's toes must press against their final shroud.  Lynne's put her hand on my leg.  She's leaning on me.  Her hair smells sweet.


        “This is creepy.”


        “Yeah.  You want to go up to the sixth, get some air?”


        “Sure.”





*                       *                       *





        From the sixth floor at night, there is a brilliant view of the city.  Many thousands of lights, as if there were one for every person, all varying in intensity and hue, burn below.  It's nearly like staring into infinity, as if into space.  Stars, points of light, distinct, dropped onto a canvas of black.  I had forgotten it could be so beautiful, and so different from the perspective on lower floors.


        Lynne and I sit several feet apart looking out two large windows; our chairs face one another.  On this floor the elevators are separate from the actual ward.  This is where the mentally disturbed live.  Lynne and I are alone.  She seems pensive.


        “What are you thinking about?”


        “Life.”


        “Oh.”


        I don't really feel like talking about “life.”  Talking about life usually implies death.  Here today, gone tomorrow.  Death on such a night would be distinctly morbid.  Oh, yes.  I laugh to myself.  Lynne's got that corpse on her mind.  Nothing like death to make one ponder life.


        “What do you think it all means?”


        Nothing.


        “Who says it means anything?”


        “Well, I mean, what do you think the meaning of life is?”


        She's not going to like this.


        “Honestly?”


        “Yes, honestly.”


        There is no meaning.


        “OK.  First, though, tell me what the meaning of life is for a dog or a cat or even a tree.”


        I look out over the city and know that people are living day to day.  I know they are not thinking about life.  Why this and why that?  They worry about grocery bills, rent, house payments, taxes, income.


        “I . . . well . . . but we're human.”


        “And a dog's a canine.”


        These “life” conversations are circular.  I've been thinking them for nearly five months now and I always end where I begin(sitting in a hospital with a broken neck getting nowhere.


        “OK, but that still doesn't make sense to me.”


        “Imagine that you can step outside of yourself.  Look at life from a perspective outside of being human.  There's no meaning to life.  We are simply alive.”


        The city lights have not changed over the last several months but they are somehow different with Lynne here.  She's a real comfort to me.  Strong and dependable(a true companion.  I turn away from the dark night and points of light to look at her.  Jesus, she's got tears in her eyes.  She's crying.  What did I say?  Oh, Christ!  Me and my damn mouth.  I push my chair over to hers.  Our wheels rub together as I rest my hand against her cheek.


        “Hey, what's this?  What's wrong, Lynne?”


        “Then what's the point?” she retorts.  “Why the hell are we trying so hard?  Why don't we just kill ourselves(we're already crippled!”


        I'm so self-centered.  Goddamnit!  I didn't even see she was hurting.


        “Lynne, don't talk that way.”


        “How can you keep going when you don't believe there's a point?”


        She doesn't wait for a response and hits me on the chest, her fist thudding dully upon my halo jacket.


        “Why didn't I just die?  I don't want to be crippled!”


        Her tears and sobs drown most of her words, but crippled is repeated.


        “Lynne, we are alive; that is the point.”


        Too early or too late.  She doesn't even hear me.  She isn't ready for words.  Words, empty, lying, goddamned words.  I lean forward and pull her to me.  She sobs and shudders, gripping my shirt, twisting, pulling, fighting(accepting.


        “I don't want to live like this.”


        She's crying softly now.  Her words fall from her lips like tiny prayers.


        “I don't want to live like this.”


        It hurts.  But it hurts me even more, for this will not be the last time she whispers this wish.


        “Lynne?”


        She sits up somewhat, her cheek presses against my shoulder; her head rests upon the left, front bar of my halo.  She is hurting in a way that I've experienced myself.  I'm unsure of what I should do.  I was alone my first time.  What did I want?  To be alone?  To be comforted?  To be loved?  She sits up further and leans toward me.  Our lips come together.  Hers are warm, soft, salty.  I touch her face gently.  She still trembles, for there is no cure.  Her own fingers brush my neck.  Our lips separate and we embrace.  She is vulnerable, but I am no less so.  We look at each other only inches apart; her face is blotchy red.  Her green eyes still hold tears, but now they are not so afraid.


        “Well . . .”


        Her words are choked with both tears and a small giggle.


        “That was interesting.”


        Yes, yes, it was.


        I kiss her cheek softly.


        She smiles the smile that destroyed a world.


