One of Us


I


Fifty-five-year-old Art Stronski lies stretched out, belly-down on a gurney at the end of the hall.  His right hand presses obsessively over his bald head.  Before him, two large electric doors stand closed.  He stares unblinkingly at me as I approach.


"Hey, Ducky," he says, exasperated.


"What're you doing, Ski?"


"They're locked," he says, nodding toward the two doors.


"Locked?"


"Yep."  His right hand sweeps from the bridge of his nose to the crown of his head.  "No way in, no way out."


I turn toward the two orange-painted doors.  There is no lock.  The doors simply isolate the ward's community room from the rest of the wing.  There are two ways to open them:  you can either press the flat, round button on the right(the characteristic blue, wheelchair-figure stenciled on its surface(or you can roll up on the black mat on the floor.  Either will open the doors.  There is no way to lock them.


I look at Stronski.  He seems terribly upset by the situation.  His face hangs morosely.


"Have you pressed the button, Ski?"


"Button?  No . . . no, haven't tried.  No point."


"What about the mat?"


He turns away from me and backs up, propelling and steering the gurney with his arms.  Disgust wrinkles the corners of his dark eyes.  He pushes forward, past me, down the hall.


I watch him only for a moment and then pull forward onto the mat.  The doors open toward me, and I enter the community room.


*                       *                       *





The humid, pungent jungles of some foreign land are strewn with corpses.  A tall, long-haired, bare-chested Special Forces man with several-days' beard guts a short, black-haired, smooth-cheeked, green-clad soldier.  Rounds are fired; they pelt the ground, thrusting clumps of dirt and grass to the left and right of the slaughterer's head.  He ducks and dashes over a small hill, then struggles across a soggy field of rice.  A helicopter hovers like a raptor just beyond the next rise.  The man crouches, looks behind him, sees hordes of soldiers, and then bolts forward.  He lunges skyward and clasps the airborne predator by its runner.


"Shit, he couldn't have jumped that high!" shouts Frank, an overweight, thirty-three-year-old paraplegic.


"Naw, but who cares.  He knows how to bring `em down," says Danny, a thin, twenty-eight-year-old paraplegic.


On the community room's large-screen television, the bare-chested man swings inside the helicopter, snaps a neck, impales a belly, and tears out a throat.


"Damn, he nearly ripped the son-of-a-bitch's head off."


The two paraplegics sit hunched over a table.  The table hangs from the ceiling and has no legs.  I sit at the table to the left and behind them.  Now near me, paying no attention to the movie, Stronski lies stretched out on his gurney, stomach down.  Several pillows beneath his chest support him.  His fingers intertwine, and his lips quiver.  He must have changed his mind about the doors being locked.


The movie is nearly over.  The "hero" flies the helicopter back to a friendly camp.  Credits, several familiar looking names of people no one has ever known, scroll up the screen.  Frank lifts his coffee cup.


"Right.  Nothing better than a good killin'."


Danny grins.  "You said it, Frank."


Stronski turns toward Frank, his right hand sweeping over his bare head.  "Eh?  Eh?  What?  Do I hear the grand flatulator?"


Frank looks toward Stronski.  "Piss off, you loon."


"No, no, I'd like to hear the almighty orator.  Please, continue, Franklin."


Frank stirs his Buddha-like body restlessly in his light-blue pajamas.  He's full of opinions and easily angered.  Stronski, though schizophrenic, is not stupid.


"Just ignore him, Frank.  Forget him," says Danny.


"The shitbird."


"Just forget him, man.  He's crazy."


"Yeah, yeah, right."


Frank breathes deeply and turns away from Stronski.  "Anyway . . . killin', there's nothing better."


Danny agrees.


"What do you know about killing?" murmurs Stronski.


Frank retorts with a grin, "it's better than dying."


Danny laughs.


Behind us a coffee pot percolates and then a calm settles in the room, a quietness both suggestive and oppressive.


Frank chuckles, as if to alleviate the tension, and says, "A good war movie, too."


Stronski violently slaps the table in front of him, upending his coffee cup.  His eyes small and black.


"What do you know about war, you fat fuck?"


Frank jerks angrily toward Stronski.


"Who you callin' a . . ."


"War(he'd eat your heart, boy."  Stronski slaps the table again.  "Eat right through your flabby tits."


"Listen to him!" Frank says, looking at me.


I shrug, indifferent.


"Screw this!"


The angry, overweight man quickly pushes away from his table and pivots toward the hall door.


"I'll go with you, Frank."


No reply.  As Danny exits, he grumbles to himself about lunatics running loose.  I'm glad they leave.  I have little respect for either of the two men:  Frank's obnoxious, bitterly so, toward everyone, and Danny's spineless, a pathetic follower of the Buddha-like figure of Frank.


"One soldier, two soldiers, three soldiers down.  Hush, hush, Ducky, and don't you make a sound."


"What's that, Ski?"


He had been looking out the windows to our left.  He faces me now.  His black eyes glisten coldly.


"One soldier, two soldiers, three soldiers down.  Hush, hush, Ducky, and don't you make a sound."


I've learned there is no good response to Stronski.  He will either accept you or ignore you.  I do not attempt to humor him either.  I simply listen.  He repeated himself, but not because I asked him to.  He's still rubbing his round head.  I wonder, not for the first time, if he's bald from his habit or if he'd be bald anyway.  He also wears a black mustache that is streaked with white strands.


"Have you known any good ones, Ducky?"


I haven't any idea why he calls me Ducky.  At first, I thought he was perverted or something, but now I don't even think about it.  I think he thinks I'm someone else and that we're not really confined in a hospital, that we're actually somewhere long disappeared.  I call him "Ski" because he lets me.


"Good what, Ski?"


"Men.  Have you known any good men?"


Stronski always asks interesting questions, but I don't believe he truly looks for answers.  One evening a month ago, he asked, "Ducky, have you got forever?"  And at the time, I answered stupidly, "Not right here on me, Ski."  But a week later the question proved prophetic:  the hospital's new pastor visited me and, after brief introductions, he asked, "Do you believe in your soul, Chris?"  I did not answer that time.


"A good man?  Well . . ."


"Good" . . . what does it mean?  What does it mean to Stronski?  I doubt he's asking if I know any Boy Scouts.  But what?  Good man, nice man, happy man, real man.  Real?


"I've always thought my father was a good man."


"Yes, yes, I'm sure. . ."


Distant.  Stronski's gone now.  In and out(he works reality as if it were an elastic toy.  His red lips protrude, slightly wet, beneath his mustache and his large nose.  I'll never know what he thinks of my answer.  I'm disappointed.


On my right and slightly behind me Al McCullough has pulled up.  He's looking at Stronski, curious.


"He's a different sort, isn't he?"


"Yeah.  You can never quite tell when he's here and when he's not."


Al nods his shaggy, red-haired head.  His blue eyes twinkle.


"I knew a fellow similar to him, on board a ship."


He lifts a calloused hand to his trimmed beard.


"He was someone to see."


"In what way?"


"He wanted off that ship.  We were headed for Japan and not due to see land for some time.  He was green.  Couldn't take it.  But when he requested transfer, it was denied."


"Really?"


"Well, there was no reason for it.  You can't transfer a sailor just because he doesn't like the sea."


"No, I suppose not."


"Besides, everyone figured he'd get over it."


Al swings around and pushes over to the room's kitchenette, fills a cup with coffee and returns.  Al's different from most of us on the ward.  He's a paraplegic, but his spinal cord is intact.  He's paralyzed because he has a cyst within his spinal column that, as it fills with fluid, pinches off the blood supply to his spinal cord.  The location of the cyst makes it impossible to operate, and, as it grows, he loses more function.  Doctors say he has three months to a year to live.  Al is forty-four.


I wait patiently.  He'll continue; he always does.  I have no idea whether his stories are true or not, nor do I care.


"Two days.  Two days after receiving the letter of transferal denied, he flipped.  At first, he only acted strangely:  talking to himself, dancing around, laughing.  But in the evening, as I was walking the deck, he came pitching out, stark naked."


I grin; Al chuckles.


"He climbed up the deck railing and balanced himself there.  I was only ten feet from him by then, but I didn't know what to do."


He pauses to drink his coffee and flex his large, worn hands.


"He turned and looked at me, a silly grin on his face.  His eyes . . . well, they were empty like that fellow's there."  He nods toward Stronski.  "Then he grabs hold of his pecker, giggles, and jumps over the side."


Silence settles between us for several minutes.  I'm not sure if I should laugh or not.  I can imagine Stronski doing the very thing Al just described.  I laugh.


"So what happened?"


"Oh, I called `man over board,' and there was a search, but I knew it was useless.  He was gone."


Stronski's mumbling incoherently, his flat, strong hand pressing over his round skull, over and over.  I cannot see his eyes, but I'm sure they are distant.  Somewhere, Ski wanders purposefully.








II





"Good morning, Handsome."


"Ah, my favorite nurse.  Good morning to you, Dorothy."


"And how are you today?"


"I'm alive."


Dorothy, a divorced, middle-aged mother of ten, takes care of me quite often now.  At twenty, I seem to have been adopted by her family.  I know all of her children and much of her personal life.  She knows mine, as well.  She's taken me out of the hospital twice now.  Both times ended with a generous home-cooked meal.


"Let's see . . ."


She's reading my schedule for the day, holding the clipboard close to her face.


"You're seeing Dr. Hamilton today?  The psychologist?"


"Yeah.  I still like to talk things out.  It seems to clear my head."


"Hmm.  Well, says here you've got a lengthy break between one and three."


"I haven't looked.  Why are you so curious?"


She lowers the clipboard and looks at me.  Her eyes are hazel and her hair is golden with threads of brown.  Concern wrinkles the skin of her brow.


"I want you to visit someone," she says sternly, as if I might refuse.


"Who?"


"A new guy up front.  Recent injury.  Twenty-six years old.  He won't eat, so now he's being fed intravenously."


"Why won't he eat?"


"I think he's given up, quit."


"What can I do?"


"I don't know.  Maybe if he sees that life isn't over after you break your neck . . ."


"Well . . . I . . ."


"You'll do it.  I know you will."


"Why?"


"Because you have to."








I really don't like visiting people in the hospital.  And as a patient myself, it's even worse.  All the tubes, tears, and pain weigh heavily upon my sentimental side.  I want to encourage, give hope, strengthen the sick, make them want to live.  But as a patient, I know that seeing healthy, strong, able-bodied people often makes one feel worse instead of better.  And especially if the unsick are giving advice on how to survive.  Christ!  Who knows how a person survives tragedy?








"Hello?  Carl?"


An attractive woman steps from behind Room 110's pulled curtain.


"Hi.  Are you Chris?  I'm Julie, Carl's mother."


"Hello."


Pause.  She fidgets, fully aware of my disability and her son's future.


"Dorothy said you'd be coming down."


She's taking it well, though.


"How is he?"


"He still won't eat."


"Is he awake?"


"Yes, come in."


She steps back and opens the curtain for me.


"Carl, you have a visitor.  It's Chris.  Remember, Dorothy told us about him."


The first thing I notice is the ribbed tube fastened to his trachea.  He's still on a respirator.


"Goddamn, I hated having that tube stuck to my throat."


Carl smiles.  He looks horrible:  emaciated, oily, pale, dead.  He cannot speak.  He probably couldn't even if his trachea weren't splayed open.  He's too weak.


"Do they use the suction tube on you, too?  Run that little bastard down your windpipe?"


He nods, still grinning.  I understand.


"But the suction tube's better than having that lung-snot build up in there."


He's laughing.  It's a pathetic sight, convulsive with no sound.  I can't help laughing myself.  He looks idiotic.  His dark brown hair lays haphazardly about his head and his mustache needs to be trimmed.  His eye sockets are bruised and skin hangs loosely beneath them.  A laughing corpse.


"You know, soon as you get those tubes out of you, we've got to order out for pizza.  We can't get any beer in here, but once you're up in a chair we can buzz down the street.  Then it will be the Blue Cooler."


He nods.


I've never been down the street myself, only heard about the tavern.


His eyelids droop.  Exhausted.


"Well, I'm gonna leave(let you get some rest.  But I'll be back later, all right?"


He blinks.


Outside in the hall, his mother thanks me.  She touches my shoulder, tears in her eyes.


"That's the first time he's smiled in three weeks."


I know and I'm ashamed.





*                       *                       *


A fine jumble of voices rattles around me.  I'm on my back, lying on a gurney.  A sheet covers my nakedness.  I enjoy waiting for the volunteers to come escort me upstairs.  It's intoxicating, in a way.  People carry on around you busily, while you rest on hold(naked, reclined, and comfortable.


"Where are they taking you?"


Stronski is beside me.


"Up to X-ray."


"Oh."


He looks pretty rough, as though he hasn't slept for some time.  His voice is slow and strangely dense.  He turns away.  He still lies belly down.  He has a bed sore on his left buttock.  The sore will take several months to heal.


I lounge happily.  And then recall that Dorothy said Carl is better.  I wondered if he was going to pull out of it or not.  There's an uncertainty in trauma:  you never know how well someone will cope with a severe injury.  Often you hear people say they could or couldn't survive breaking their necks, but until it happens, there's just no telling.


The doctors are unplugging Carl today, from both the respirator and the IV.  He's begun to eat.  I'm glad, though I still feel strange about visiting him.  I'm not sure why, but he makes me feel self-important, as if I were responsible for helping him.  I detest it(not that I might have helped him, but that I feel a sense of accomplishment.


"Mr. Hansen?"


A woman with black-dyed hair and roving eyes stands to the right of me, wrinkles crease her face.


"Yes."


"Well, now, hold a second, you can't be Mr. Hansen; we just delivered him to X-ray."


"Excuse me?"


"Yes, yes, we just took him up there."


I laugh.  Not all the hospital's volunteers are strange, but many of them are.  This woman is probably retired.  No doubt her husband, son, or she, herself, served in the military.  I admire the volunteers.  They seem to enjoy helping out, pushing disabled vets from one part of the hospital to another.  It's a selfless job.


"Now, Ruthie, we didn't take him yet; this is him right here."


A narrow, white-haired, sixtyish looking man stands at the foot of my gurney, ready to wheel me upstairs.


"George, I know we just took him(look right here:  3rd floor.   X-ray.  Mr. Hansen."


"No, Ruthie.  He's right here.  Look at the name on his chart."


She leans over and picks up the folder beside me.  In blue stenciled letters is my name:  HANSEN.


"Something's wrong.  Someone has made a mistake."


"Is there a problem?"


Dorothy's come to my rescue.


"Well, this chart says Hansen, and these orders say Hansen, but we already delivered Hansen."


Ruthie exhales dramatically.


Dorothy steps forward, recovers my chart, and replaces it on the gurney.


"Well, this is Mr. Hansen, and these are his orders.  Now, take him upstairs."


Defensively, Ruthie steps backward.


"All right, all right."


She stands at the head of the gurney, too close to me.


"But when they find him up there, and see he's already been delivered once, it's not going to be my fault."


The gurney begins to roll.  As we leave the area, Dorothy grins at me.  For the next several minutes, my vision is obscured by Ruthie's heaving breasts and flaring nostrils.


An hour and half later, Ruthie and George return me to the Spinal Cord ward.  On the way down in the elevator, Ruthie repeats, "I can't believe it.  Someone's made a mistake.  A hospital shouldn't make this kind of mistake."  George seems somewhat embarrassed.  I laugh.





*                       *                       *





Julie lifts a piece of pepperoni pizza to Carl's lips.  He struggles momentarily to get the tip into his mouth.  She's at the wrong angle to be feeding a person in bed, as if she were right-handed but using her left.  A smudge of tomato paste drips onto his chin.


"Damnit, Mom!"


"I'm sorry.  I just . . . here."


She quickly wipes away the red sauce.


"Jesus, how hard can it be to feed someone?"


"It was only a little sauce, Carl.  I wiped it off."


He ignores her.  She lifts the food again.


"Hold it still!  Can't you hold it still?"


I hate Carl.  I really do.  He reminds me of how cruel, demanding, and selfish I was with my mother.  I treated her the same way, as if it were her fault I was crippled.  And, yet, she stayed beside me.  There's a bitterness one must overcome, and it's not only the disabled who must be strong.


"Forget it!  I don't want anymore!"


"Carl, you have to eat.  Here now, I'll be careful."


"No!  It's not worth it!"


"Do you want something else?  Drink?"


She lifts a can of Coke, a straw protruding out the top.


"Goddamnit, I don't want anything!"


Julie sets the can back down and turns away.  Quickly, she leaves the room.


I remain quiet for several minutes, restraining my temper, no longer hungry either.  I want to say something, but have I the right to speak?


"Carl, it's not her fault."


"Yeah," he sighs, "I know."


His anger seems to have vanished, as if his mother truly were the cause.


"I just can't help myself, though.  It's this fucking bed.  This fucking body.  They're making me crazy."


The hospital is quiet.  Somewhere several nurses are talking and a machine beeps, but the sounds are remote, unobtrusive.  I haven't anything more to say.  Carl knows enough.  He's not cured, of course; he'll lose control of himself again.  Now, however, maybe he'll realize it before he hurts someone, especially someone as caring as his mother.


I turn to leave.


"Hey, Chris."


"Yeah."


"Thanks, man."


"Uh . . . sure."


In the hall, Julie leans against a sign that reads "Patients' Rights and Responsibilities."  I wheel up slowly beside her.  She's looking the opposite way.


"You all right?"


"Oh, hi, Chris . . . yeah, yeah, I'll be fine.  I just had to leave."


"We all do, at times."


She seems distracted.  I want to talk to her, make her feel better.


"It's just that, sometimes everything I do is wrong.  Like tonight."


I know exactly what she means.  My mom suffered the same abuse from me.  Julie looks down the hall toward Carl's room and frowns.


"I know this is all hard on him, but I, I can't . . ."


She shakes her head.  "I'd better go back to the room.  He may need something."


Wait, don't go yet!  I think.


I feel helpless.  I want to comfort her, tell her I acted like Carl, too(that he's just not himself right now.


I envision my own mother before me, not Carl's, and think helplessly,  Please!  Let me explain!  Please, let me say I'm sorry!





*		*                       *





"Four weeks!  A fucking month!"


"And they just keep adding up.  It's better now, though.  Isn't it?"


"I don't know, man.  I just don't know."


Carl is finally in a wheelchair, wearing a halo brace.  He's stronger, but still very weak.  Is it better now?  I wish he would have answered.  I wish he would have said, "Yeah, man," or "No, man."  But there is no concrete answer, only a vague understanding that you've made it one more day.


"Phew!  What a workout."


Carl speaks with a hollow, scratchy voice(empty, as if he were barely exhaling.  I can't get used to it.  His lanky arms brace the wheel rims and push.  The chair moves one inch, maybe less.


"Fuck!  I'm never going to get there on time."


"Don't worry.  They're pretty lax about these things in physical therapy.  They simply want you to exercise, to work those scrawny arms of yours."


"I'd rather they'd just come and push my lame ass!"


"Me, too.  You're making me late, and they know I can be on time."


Carl struggles helplessly.  Air sucks in between his clenched teeth.  Red blotches stand out over his throat above swollen veins.  He doesn't realize that I was doing the same work only four months ago.


"Listen, why don't you go ahead?  Don't wait for me."


"You think I'm in a hurry?"


The last place I hurry to these days is physical therapy.  A few months ago I enjoyed both the work and the company.  I needed the distraction to avoid depression.  But not anymore.


Carl stops pushing and grunts.


"Shit, you're using me."


I laugh.


*                       *                       *





"Ducky!  Hey, Ducky!  Slow down, you young hellion."


I pause.  Stronski catches me easily.


"Hello, Ski."


"I heard a rumor.  You boys busting loose tonight?"


It's no secret that Carl, Al, and I are leaving the hospital to see a movie this evening.  The secret is that we're not really going to the theater.


"Yeah, we're riding the bus down to the theater."


"Watching a movie?"


His eyebrows arch comically as he deciphers my words.


"Yep."


"A movie," he repeats thoughtfully.


For several moments, he does not move, contemplating(elbows resting on the gurney, hands perched upon his nose, eyes peering between spread fingers.


"One soldier, two soldiers, three soldiers down.  Hush, hush, Ducky, now don't you make a sound."


I laugh at Stronski's prophetic words.  Three soldiers down, all right:  down to the Blue Cooler.





*                       *                       *





Only Al has difficulties getting down to the Blue Cooler.  In these last few weeks the cyst in his spinal column has enlarged to the bottom of his seventh cervical vertebra.  He has lost all feeling from his armpits down and is now experiencing difficulties with controlling his fingers.  He's almost to Carl's and my level of injury; however, tonight Carl and I are in electric wheelchairs.  Al is still in a manual.


We sit side by side.  Al, Carl, and me.  Across from us sit Frank and Danny.  We didn't know they'd be here.  Turns out, they're regulars.  Frank's emptying a pitcher into his glass.


"So, you shitbirds finally figured out where to go on a lonely Friday night."


Carl grins, then asks, "How long have you guys been here?"


"Since fuckin' ever, brother."


The tavern is dark and far from homey.  The air hangs heavy, stale with smoke.  The tables are crusty, scarred from past nights.  The floor glistens wetly from spilt beer and spit.


A saggy-eyed, over-worked waitress slams two pitchers of beer and three glasses on our table.  She says nothing as she collects a twenty from Al, and several minutes later brings him change.  Frank looks around pensively.


"Any of you got a cigarette?  No?  Fuckin' shitbirds.  Who goes to a bar without cigarettes?"


"Where are yours?" asks Carl.


Carl seems interested in Frank, as a young man might admire an older man.


"I smoked `em all, smartass."


We drink the beer and then finish two more pitchers.  The evening sweeps by quickly, smothered in obscenities and tall tales.  The clock hanging crookedly over the stripped pool table reads eleven-thirty.  The beer is warm and bitter.  None of us three who came down together have drunk alcohol within the last month and a half; I haven't for months.  And Carl is still taking antibiotics.


"Is it me?" says Carl.  "Or has a different waitress been serving us?"


Carl is suddenly captivated by the only waitress we've seen all night.  I look at Al and laugh.


"My God, she's beautiful."


Carl grins stupidly.


"Her hair of gold, eyes of blue, lips like cherry wine."


From where I sit, beside Carl, I can't even tell if she's a woman.


"Talk to her, Carl," shouts Frank.  "Talk to the cherry."


Al, on Carl's other side, pats the younger man on the back.


"Yeah, go for it, Carl."


"But what should I say?"


Frank bends forward and whispers heavily, "Hell, ask her if she's a virgin."


"I can't ask her that!"


"Ta hell, shitbird!  You ain't got no balls bigger'n a pinky ring!"


Carl flares up, splashing some beer on the table.


"I got balls!  I got balls!  You call her over here, and I'll show you balls!"


Frank winks to Al and me, then leans out from the table and raises his fleshy right arm.


"Waitress?"


Her vague, exasperated wave answers him, as if to say, "Just one minute."  A few seconds later she walks over and pauses, looking around, her shoulders slouched.  She must suffer the same harassment every late evening.


"Well, I haven't got all night."


She hasn't got too many teeth either.


"This young gentleman here," Frank points first at Al and then jerks his arm toward Carl, ``No, here.  Well, I believe he has a question to ask you."


"So, out with it.  Ask!"


Carl fumbles foolishly with his glass, looking down.


"Yes.  You see.  Well, I was wondering . . . well . . . M'am, are you a virgin?"


A burst of laughs sounds from our table and Frank belches explosively.


"All right, all right, you boys have had your fun.  It's gettin' near closing, so let's be out with ya."


We all push away from the table, except Carl.  The bar is quiet.  The other customers are paying full attention to us, the group of disabled men.


Carl coughs in the subdued atmosphere and spouts, "Because, M'am, I'd . . . I'd be honored to be your first."


The entire tavern shakes with the laughter of drunkards.  Frank falls face first into the table and slaps it repeatedly.  Al is cough-laughing.  I lose my balance and fall sideways in my chair, helpless.


Frank sees my predicament shortly and pushes over toward me, still laughing.


"Here you go."


He lifts me upright by my left arm.


"Thanks, Frank."


He ignores my comment.


"Did you hear that, shitbird?  `I'd be honored to be your first.'  What a hack!"








Outside, the air is cool, crisp enough to sting our senses.  Al leads the way up the sidewalk, then Carl, me, Frank, and last Danny.  Danny has been silent all night.  He seems perturbed that Frank enjoyed our company so much.  Frank is following us to help if we need it.  Carl's fallen off the sidewalk twice so far.  Fortunately, he went left and only dropped a few inches.  If he had fallen off the right side, into the road, he'd probably be dead.


A slight breeze touches our cheeks; it seems to oppose our direction with a soft question:  Why return to the hospital?  I smile.  A short freedom, so invigorating.  This moment seems perfect.  I laugh to myself.  There's nothing better than getting drunk with friends.  But, then again, we're not friends.  We simply share an experience.  I laugh again, still drunk.  Well, I guess there's just nothing better than getting drunk, then.


We push on, mainly in silence, as if all of us sense the same freedom and companionship.  I breathe deeply.  There's a strange freshness to the outside air, something the hospital's artificial air can't duplicate.  I'll venture out more often from now on.


We're at the hospital; the large electric glass doors are locked.


"We'll have to use the emergency doors . . . over there."


Frank points to two wooden doors.  Rubber bumpers and a yellow and black-striped sign greet us:  EMERGENCY.  I respect Frank more tonight than I ever have.  I thought for sure he would have simply left us behind, but he didn't.  He stuck with us.


Only a few minutes and two halls separate us from confrontation.  We're drunk and we're late, bound to be reprimanded.  But how often does freedom cost so little?


Frank is in the lead, rolling over white tiles, shaking his head, laughing.


"I can't believe the kid actually did it."


Al is beside Carl, their wheels close together.  His beard shines like a fire stirred.  He reaches over and grips Carl's shoulder, squeezing roughly.


"Why not, Frank?  He's one of us, now."








III





Seeing Al's inevitable decline is not easy.  In fact, it sucks.  Al is . . . well, a good man.  And I never thought I would have said that either.  But it's true; he is a good man.  I can't explain it, though.  I simply feel it.


He's bedridden(most of the time anyway.  The nurses transfer him into a wheelchair for occasional strolls, but rarely.  He's asleep, at the moment.  I'm visiting(to hear a story, to break up the monotony of his day.  I'm not needed, but I cannot leave.  Something dreadful holds me here.


The lights are dim; long shadows wrap around his bed.  Heavily, his nostrils suck in air over his bushy mustache.  There are small flakes of food sticking to the reddish strands of both mustache and beard.  His lips quiver, as if he were whispering.


I feel terribly self-conscious, guilty, as though I'm hearing a private conversation.  I turn and leave.








Besides movies, smoking, talking, and arguing, the community room is where all mobile patients get their lunch and dinner.  Once a day, over the intercom, one will hear two messages, "Lunch is now being served in the community room" and "Dinner is now being served in the community room."  Often one might also hear, with reference to the same room:  day room, dining room, activities room, game room, and patients' lounge.  At this moment, it's the dining room.


Carl, Frank, Danny, Stronski and I are sharing the same table.  Nearly fifteen more men feed here in this room, all sitting at round tables.  Everyone is busy eating.


Carl, pushing his food around with his fork, looks agitated.


"Why can't they find a way?"


No one speaks.  The noise of mealtime continues.  Frank finally glances at Carl, his jowls bulging.


"Way for what, kid?"


Carl looks up, confused, as if he had been speaking only to himself.


"I . . . uh . . . what?"


Frank wrinkles his brow.


"Way for what?"


"Oh, to walk.  Why can't they figure out how to make us walk again?"


I've already explained this to him, but he can't accept it.


"Carl, nerve cells from your spine and brain do not regenerate," I say.


"When you're dead you're dead," adds Stronski.


Everyone looks at the prostrate paraplegic.  He's buttering a biscuit with his spoon.


"Crazy bastard," mumbles Frank.


"You have to let it go, Carl," says Danny, sitting where Al used to, holding an eight ounce plastic cup of cranberry juice in his hand.  "If you don't, you might as well be dead."


He slurps noisily.


"But don't you guys want to walk again?"


Nobody answers.


Several minutes pass.  Carl throws down his fork and leaves the room.


"Poor, kid," says Frank.


"Yeah," says Danny, "he'll make it though."


"Sure," retorts Frank, as if Danny had misunderstood him, "what choice does he have?"


*                       *                       *


It's eight o'clock.  I decide to visit Carl, but he's not in his room.  The rest of the hospital seems vacant too, but at the desk I see a familiar face.


"Jan."


"Yes."


Jan's the head nurse in the evenings.


"Seen Carl anywhere?"


"I did just now.  He's in with Al."


"Thanks."


Hm.  I'm reluctant to interrupt.  Nothing worse than an intruder.  But I'm curious.  What might they be talking about?  Is Carl asking Al the same questions he did us at dinner?  I wonder what Al's answers are?


I enter slowly.  Al is staring toward the ceiling, speaking.  Carl is listening.


"So, as the cyst grew and I became a paraplegic, I realized a part of me was dying.  First my legs.  But not only that, the person who used those legs was dying too.  He became a memory to me, like myself as a child(those days are gone."


"But don't you want them back?"


"Of course, but only in the way people long for childhood.  You know, on sentimental occasions, when I'm having a gray day.  You'll see, just give yourself time."


Carl looks disappointed, as if he didn't really hear what he wanted to, but a faint smile plays at the corner of his lips.  "You remember that night at the Blue Cooler?"


"I sure do.  That night cost you a few days' torment."


"Well, do you remember what you said late that evening?"


"I said many things that evening, Carl.  You'll have to help my memory."


Carl seems embarrassed.


"`One of us.'  That's what you said."


"Right.  I remember, yes."


Pause.  I think Al's aware of my presence, but Carl doesn't seem to notice.


"I just wanted you to know . . . "


There's a brief hesitation and Al does not wait.


"I already know, Carl.  It's that way for all of us."


I wheel back out of the room before Carl sees me.





*                       *                       *





Another month slips past, uneventful.  The ward carries on.  But a new burden weighs upon most patients:  Al is critical.  The cyst has reached his third cervical vertebra.  I'm outside his door now, waiting.  The staff doctor is checking his open trachea.  A respirator sits by the side.  Al has no more feeling, no more movement, no more hope.  Oppressively, his condition watches us all.


The doctor leaves, hardly noticing me.  I go in.


"Al, hey, it's Chris."


No response.  His eyes are glassy, his beard shaggy.


"I just wanted you to know I haven't forgotten you.  I know it's been awhile since I visited."


I rarely visit him now.  Death is all too prevalent.


Air is forced into his lungs.  He is aware of me, I'm sure.  But he's already left everything behind.  He hears me only as if I were a memory.


I struggle with words.  "Good-bye" is too cold; "I'll miss you," possibly a lie.  I want to be honest, but what is honest?  These are the last words I will ever say to this man, this friend.  I mentally grope and then physically commit.


I lean forward, close enough to see the connection between his throat and the oxygen tube.  Beneath long red hairs, his lips are dried and cracked.


"I won't forget."








Down in the community room, the others are gathered around in little groups.  Carl, Frank, Danny and Stronski sit beside the windows.  I wheel over.


"Well?"


Frank is as concerned as anyone.


"He's alive, but he's gone."


"Really."


"Yeah."


Silence falls about the room.  There's a feeling of being watched by malevolent eyes.


"Oh, God!"


Stronski pounds the table with his fist.


"Why!  Why!  Why?  It just isn't fair!"


His face twists in mock anguish.  Just under the surface, he's laughing.  But no one responds.  Not even Frank is offended by Stronski's abrasive sarcasm.  How can he be?  Stronski's right.  We're all feeling sorry for ourselves.  Al's the one dying and we're moping.  Everyone seems to be shifting in his seat.


Frank pushes his Buddha-body from the table and pauses.  His face appears heavier than usual, bloated.


"You want some coffee, Stronski?"


Stronski's mock-grief-creased-face fades as he looks up, emotionless.


"Thank you, Franklin."
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