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Leroy Kervin opened his eyes to see a woman in a blue-and-white-starred bikini holding a pneumatic drill. He could see her blond hair and high heels and thin, long legs. For the first time in seven years he could see her without blurred vision. He could see her clearly from the glow of a small colored nightlight.


He lay in a twin bed and looked at the girl. He could read the company name below her on the calendar: Jackson’s Tool Supply. He remembered that his cousin worked there. Suddenly he could think things through, he could put things together, where in the past years he’d been unable to. It was like his mind had suddenly walked out of a never-ending snowstorm. Tears dripped down the side of his face in relief. Was he finally free? Was he really himself again?




*





Leroy Kervin had been twenty-four years old when his National Guard brigade was sent to Iraq. Six months into the deployment a roadside bomb had destroyed the vehicle he was in. One soldier had been killed, two others severely injured, and he’d woken up in a hospital in Germany with major brain trauma and two broken arms. He couldn’t speak and he couldn’t walk. The life he’d known before the bomb no longer existed. That Leroy Kervin had vanished.


The new Leroy Kervin couldn’t recognize people he had just met. He would become instantly agitated and just as quickly depressed. He’d throw things in frustration one minute and sob the next. It took him months to re-learn to walk, months before he could again hold a fork, and always he struggled with his speech and with his emotions. There was no miraculous recovery for the new Leroy Kervin. Rehabilitation turned into caregiving, and eventually led him to a second-rate group home for disabled men in a town in Washington State.




*





But that night, for the first time since the explosion, he woke with clarity. Memories flooded into him. He could recall his routines, the week’s menu, what time he went to bed and which days he took a shower. He could remember his mother bringing him takeout food and sitting next to him while they watched TV. He could remember his girlfriend, her eyes and face, and the birthmark on her calf and her walking around in her underwear. He could suddenly recall the way she laughed, the sound of her voice when she was upset, the way she sneezed, and the way she sighed sadly when the alarm went off in the morning.


What was happening to him?


Time passed and he didn’t know what to do. He grew tired. He could hear the kid Rolly in the next room jacking off, and the old man Hal, snoring faintly in the room across the hall. Farther down he could hear Donald having a coughing attack. Donald, who would run around the place naked, who would come into Leroy’s room, shake him awake, and spit unintelligible words all over his face. If he fell asleep would he wake up lost and in the fog again? Would the clarity be gone? Would he have to spend the rest of his life there?


He remembered suddenly the long months when every time he closed his eyes it felt like he was drowning in mud. And then there were periods when his thoughts fell into nothing but frustration and violence. How days would pass when every time he heard a door shut or open he felt certain someone was coming to kill him. The fear of that would engulf him and when the fear passed, the fog would again come and he wouldn’t be able to remember anything. It would just start over. Was this all his life was? Was this clarity just another illusion, a trick? He knew that most likely he would close his eyes and sleep would come and the clarity would disappear and the frustration, the bleak thoughts, and the fog would return. But at that moment, on that night, he had a window and he decided to escape through it.


He decided he would kill himself.


He got out of the bed in such hysterical panic that he began hyperventilating. He shuffled to the kitchen trying to catch his breath. He tried to open the silverware drawer to find a knife but it was locked. He checked the meds cabinet, but it was also locked. He went to the door leading to the garage and opened it. He found the light switch and turned it on. The space was empty except for a barren work bench on the far side of the room and an old four-foot picket-fence gate leaning against the back wall. There were no tools; there was nothing of use but old paint cans. He stared at the wooden gate, and then went to it and put his hands between the stakes. He dragged it from the garage to the living room and set it next to a childproof gate that blocked the stairs to the second floor. His legs began to shake from the effort and he sat down on the living room couch and rested.


He needed rope but there was none. He lumbered back to his room. He took the one dress shirt his mother kept for him in the closet and walked back to the childproof gate and opened it. He climbed the first step and turned around. He shut the plastic gate and dragged the wooden one in front of it and leaned it against it. The old pointed wooden stakes faced toward the stairs. He used a shirt sleeve as a rope and tied the gates together and sat down.


He was overcome with exhaustion. He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall and waited. When he stood again, he was shaky, but he plodded up the stairs. As he neared the top he could hear the sound of Freddie McCall, the night man, snoring. He took the last few steps and then reached the second floor. A lamp on the office desk shone. He could see Freddie lying on his stomach, fully clothed, asleep.


He walked to the back of the room, the farthest he could from the stairs and turned around. He was out of breath and dizzy. He thought again of his girlfriend, Jeanette. He remembered their house together, her lying in bed next to him asleep, how in the end she secretly put a note in every pocket of every shirt, of every pair of pants, and inside each sock of his travel bag. How she drove him in tears to the base. How she would break down on the phone from halfway around the world and then spend the rest of the conversation trying to make him laugh. Where was she now?


And was he making the right decision? Maybe the clarity wasn’t just a brief illusion; maybe suddenly his brain had somehow fixed itself? But that couldn’t be, could it? Those sorts of things didn’t happen, did they? Tears fell from his eyes and he tried to run.


He asked his legs to move faster than they had in seven years and he flew down the stairs with his arms stretched out. He landed on top of the old wooden stakes and they plunged into him as he crashed to the ground and lay unconscious and bloody on the floor.
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Freddie McCall woke from the noise and reached for his glasses. He turned on the lights and ran down the stairs to find Leroy unconscious with a piece of wood sticking out of his chest. There was blood everywhere. He ran to the phone and called 911.


When he hung up, he held two kitchen towels over the main wound and stared at Leroy’s face. There was a two-inch cut on his cheek leaking blood and a growing welt on his forehead. Freddie wanted to say something to comfort him, but every time he tried to speak he began to cry.


He’d always liked Leroy. For a man who couldn’t speak, whose brain had been caved in by war, he had personality. He liked Cap’n Crunch and would watch the science fiction channel for days on end. He had never picked a fight or become violent toward the other residents. He would fall into fits of despair when he refused to leave his bed, but who wouldn’t? And there were times, dozens of them, in the two years that Freddie had been there, when Leroy would wake him in the middle of the night. He would pull Freddie to the back door and knock on it. Freddie would find the key, unlock it, and they would go outside and look at the stars. Leroy would move around the small lawn like an old man, his head back, staring at the faraway galaxies.


He’d heard that Leroy’s mother would visit him after she got off work. She would watch Star Trek reruns with him and help him eat dinner. When she was leaving Leroy would hug her so tight she could hardly breathe. “Don’t worry. He did that before he got hurt too,” she would always say. She was usually gone by the time Freddie started his overnight shift, but there were times when he would run into her and he always felt for her when he did. She worked at Safeway. She lived alone in a small house in a failing neighborhood, and drove a twenty-year-old car.




*





The sound of a siren was heard and then an ambulance parked in the drive. Two EMTs ran in and began working on Leroy at the foot of the stairs. While they did so, Freddie went to the kitchen and called the manager of the group home and then left a message for Leroy’s mother. The residents came slowly from their rooms. Hal, the forty-six-year-old, stood next to Freddie. The kid, Rolly, was behind him, crying, and Donald, the thirty-five-year-old Indian, was nearly catatonic staring at the TV.


“It’s alright, guys,” Freddie told them. “There isn’t much we can do to help, so let’s try and get back to bed. Leroy’s going to be fine. These guys know what they’re doing.” But none of them moved, not even Freddie. They all just stood there watching the EMTs put Leroy on a stretcher and take him outside to the ambulance. They watched him being loaded into the back and driven away.




*





The group home’s manager, Julie Norris, arrived. With her help he put the residents back to bed, picked up the broken gates, and tried to clean the blood-stained carpets. It was four am when she left. Freddie was so worried and upset that all he could do was drink coffee and wait for his shift to end. When the day man, Dale Riley, arrived fifteen minutes late at quarter after six, Freddie realized he’d only slept an hour.


He got into a battered 1965 Mercury Comet and started it. He turned the heater on full, got out again and scraped the windows, then drove home. He could see his breath as he walked inside. The kitchen timer sat on the counter and he took it and set it for six minutes. Inside the bathroom he turned on a small box heater, put his work uniform next to it, and got in the shower.


Thirteen minutes later he was back in his car. He drove to the industrial section of town and parked in front of Heaven’s Door Donuts, a small, white cinderblock building that had once been a walk-up hamburger stand. A sign hung from the roof spelling out its name in pink cursive neon. It was a donut shop he had frequented at least five times a week for the last fourteen years. The owner, a sixty-year-old Vietnamese man named Pham, made the donuts in the back room. The counter was run by a middle-aged obese woman with dyed-blond hair named Mora. When he pulled up in front he flashed his lights twice and she hurried outside with three dozen assorted in two pink boxes.


“Jesus you’re late today,” she said. Her hair was pulled back with a bright orange head band and she wore red sweats and a white apron. She handed the boxes to him.


Freddie set them on the seat beside him. “Dale was late again.”


“They should really fire old Dale.”


“I wish they would.”


“You look tired.”


“I am a little,” he said.


Mora leaned down and placed her arms on the door. Her lips were blue from the cold and her breath came out like smoke and trailed off.


“You know your boss hasn’t paid the donut bill.”


“I’ll get him to.”


“He’s getting on my nerves just like Dale is,” Mora said and smiled.


“Me too.”


“Did you hear the game last night?”


“I meant to. I had the radio on but I fell asleep in the first period, and then I had to go to work.”


“You didn’t miss much. They got crushed by Moose Jaw. Are you sure you’re alright, Freddie? Your eyes are all red. Even in this light I can see that.”


“I’m just a little worn out, Mora. It was a long night but I’m alright.”


She stood up and began walking back toward the donut shop. “I put in an extra twist and a handful of donut holes for you,” she yelled. “See you tomorrow, Freddie. And get some sleep.”


He yelled good-bye and pulled out of the lot and drove to Logan’s Paint Store and parked. Inside, he turned on the lights and the computer. He set the donuts on the counter, made coffee, and unlocked the front doors.


It took him four cups of coffee to stay awake through the morning rush. When the store finally cleared it was eleven am. He made another pot of coffee and began sweeping the retail floor. At eleven-forty the owner of the store, Pat Logan, parked a year-old Ford F-250 pickup in the front lot. He was a tall man and overweight by two hundred pounds. He had bad knees and brown teeth and was going bald.


His father, Enoch Logan, had opened the store in 1970. On his death bed Mr. Logan told his wife he wanted Freddie to run the store. He wanted to give him part ownership to guarantee the business would survive her lifetime. But his wife disagreed and thought Pat, their only son, should run and own it. Their son, who had been in and out of work most of his adult life, had three small children to support. They argued about it for a long time, for weeks, but she finally convinced Enoch to leave the business in the family. So Mr. Logan brought in his lawyer and locked Freddie’s wages to a three percent annual wage increase. He made Pat sign an agreement to it, and gave him the business. A month later Enoch Logan was dead, and six years after that all five employees had been laid off. The store was behind on payables, and Freddie was left to work the counter of Logan’s Paint alone six days a week.


“How was it this morning?” Pat asked and set a frozen Salisbury steak dinner and a liter bottle of Dr Pepper on the counter.


“Jenson bought thirty gallons of primer,” Freddie said. “And Lawson’s crew came in for top coat on that apartment complex, maybe twelve hundred dollars so far.”


Pat shook his head and looked out to the empty parking lot. He put the frozen dinner in the refrigerator and went to his office and shut the door. At five minutes to noon he came out again, heated the dinner in the microwave, and went back in his office. He turned on the radio to Family Talk, the evangelical radio program hosted by Dr. James Dobson, and called his wife. He put her on speaker phone and they listened to it together while he ate his lunch. At one pm he came out of the office again, dumped the tray in the retail trash can, and looked at the still empty parking lot. He walked back to the warehouse where Freddie was unloading a pallet of paint.


“Well, it looks like it’s going to snow now,” he said.


“January and snowing,” Freddie said.


“It’s going to be deader than dead this afternoon.”


“You might be right.”


“I have to run some errands. I might come back but I might not.”


“Okay, Pat,” he said as his boss left.


Freddie closed the store at five-thirty and went home. He lay on the couch, put a sleeping bag over himself, and slept until seven. When he woke he drank an energy drink, moved the box heater from the bathroom to the kitchen, and fried two eggs. He changed his clothes, sat down on the couch, and called his daughters in Las Vegas. He spoke to each girl for five minutes, but at the end of both conversations they had run out of things to say to each other.


He looked at his watch. He had an hour and a half until his shift at the home began. He lay back down on the couch. From the kitchen light he could see the mantel and the dining room. He could see the hallway leading to his daughters’ old rooms, and the stairs leading up to the master bedroom. His grandfather had built the house, and now Freddie was failing it. He was given it free and clear, and now it was mortgaged twice. There was no heat and no garbage service and he was behind on the electric bill. In the end he knew he was going to lose it all.


He drove the Comet through downtown and through the suburbs, and in the distance he could see the county hospital set on a hill. He parked in the visitors’ lot and got out. At the front desk he asked for Leroy Kervin, and a woman gave him directions. Five minutes later he found Leroy in a room by himself on the sixth floor in a post-surgery ward.


There was a tube running down his throat and tubes running in and out of his chest. He was unconscious and there was a film of sweat covering his swollen face. His lips were chapped and part of his bottom lip was cut and swollen. The cut on his cheek was now stitched and the deep bruise on his forehead was turning yellow and purple. Freddie took off his coat and sat down in the chair facing the bed.


A nurse came in the room.


“Is Leroy going to be alright?” Freddie asked.


“He’s got a long way to go, I’m afraid,” was all the nurse said. Her name tag read Pauline. She was a thick-set woman of mid-height in her thirties with dark brown hair and brown eyes. She smelled of shampoo and cigarettes. From a distance she had a pretty face. It was only close up that the lines around her eyes and lips and the scars from acne appeared. She looked tired.


“Are you his family?” she asked.


“I work at the group home where he’s been living. He fell down the stairs last night and I found him.”


“The good news is they say the surgery went well,” she said and checked the ventilator, the chest tubes, and the canister at the side of the bed. She looked at his med chart and made a series of notes on a computer in the corner of the room and left.


He looked at his watch and got up and went to the window that overlooked the hospital parking lot. There were over a hundred cars below and he couldn’t believe there were so many for such a small town. He went back to Leroy and put on his coat. He leaned over him and put his hand gently on his arm. He felt the warmth and the softness of Leroy’s skin. “I’m sorry you didn’t make it, Leroy. I know that’s not the right thing to say, but I’m sorry you didn’t.”
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The nurse looked at her wristwatch. She had forty minutes left in her shift. She was nearly done charting and the night meds were taken care of. She kneeled down and re-tied her shoes and then walked down the hall to her last patient, Mr. Flory. He was a thin, weathered old man with stage IV stomach cancer. He lay on his side staring out the door into the hallway. He smiled when he saw her come in the room.


“You haven’t gone home yet?” he asked.


“Almost,” she said. “I’m at the finish line. You’re my last, Mr. Flory. I save my best for last.”


Even though it hurt him to do so, he moved on his back so he could see her better.


“How’s the pain?”


“Well . . .” he said.


“Well what, Mr. Flory?”


“I hate to ask, but is it time yet?”


“You’re in a lot of pain?”


He nodded.


“If you were going to rate it from one to ten, what would it be?”


“I’d say about an eight.”


“You always say eight.”


“It always seems about the same,” he said.


“I’ll see what I can do. I’ll call the doctor again, okay?”


“Okay.”


“Where’s your wife?”


“She had to go home and take care of some things.” He tried to stay on his back, but the pain was too much. He moved to his side and cried out in pain.


“That bad, huh?”


“I just get tired of lying on my side, but I guess I have to.” With his left hand he tried to comb back his thin, gray hair. “Is your shift almost over?”


“In thirty minutes,” she said.


“What are you doing tonight?”


“I have a big date.”


“Who’s taking you out?”


“Donna. But we’re staying in and watching TV.”


The old man laughed. “Donna’s your rabbit, correct?”


The nurse nodded.


“Did I tell you that my sister had a rabbit when we were kids? She used to bring it to the dinner table.”


“I bet your parents didn’t like that.”


“My mother didn’t like it, but if my dad had his way we’d eat every meal with the animals. What color’s Donna?”


“Black and white.”


“A Dutch rabbit.”


“I think so.”


“You had her a long time?”


“Maybe a year,” she said and went to the computer and looked at his chart. “My neighbors moved out of their apartment one night. They skipped out and left most of their stuff including Donna. She’d been alone in her cage for two weeks when the landlord went in. They’d left a big bowl of water in the cage but I don’t know how long she’d gone without food. She was in rough shape. The landlord brought her to me ’cause he knows I’m a sucker.”


“Maybe he just thought you were kind.”


“Maybe.”


“I never got used to people mistreating animals.”


“It makes me mad. That’s for sure,” she said as she charted.


“If I saw a guy mistreat his dog or a horse, I never hired him again. When you see that you know what’s in his heart. You know that’s the way he sees the world. And I never liked seeing it that way.”


“You’re pretty smart for a guy living out in the sticks with a bunch of cows, Mr. Flory. Alright, buster, down to business. Are you thirsty?”


“I’m never thirsty anymore.”


“You should try to drink more water.”


“It just never sounds good anymore.”


“I bet if I had an ice-cold beer you’d drink that.”


“I quit drinking years ago.”


“Good for you.”


“I wasn’t the best drunk,” he said.


“Most people aren’t.”


“But I liked it.”


“Well, you can always imagine.”


“Maybe . . .” He looked at her and then closed his eyes. “I wish I could get out of here.”


“I know the doctors want to get you home. It won’t be long. Are you getting tired?”


“Guess all this talking is doing me in.”


“You’ll be asleep soon. When you wake up Rhonda will be here with new instructions from the doctor. I’m sure they’ll be able to increase your pain meds and you’ll be able to get some real rest.”


“Alright,” he said.


“Good-night, Mr. Flory,” she said.


“Good-night, Pauline.”




*





She clocked out at eleven pm and walked down to the parking lot and got into a dented, green four-door Honda. She started the engine and scraped the windows and left. She drove to a grocery store and bought twenty-four cans of chicken noodle soup on special, a pint of chocolate ice cream, a container of fat-free coffee creamer, and two glazed donuts.


She left the soup in the trunk of her car and walked up the stairs to her apartment with the rest. Inside she turned on the TV, let the rabbit out of its cage, and sat down on the couch. She put the rabbit on her lap and gave it small bites of donut. She opened the ice cream and watched TV until she fell asleep.


The next morning she drove to a rundown suburb on the opposite side of town, to the small tract home she had grown up in. She parked in the driveway, took a laundry basket full of clean clothes from the trunk, and set the case of soup on top of it. She carried the basket to the front door and knocked on it with her foot.


“Come on,” she yelled. “It’s me. Hurry up.”


She could hear rustling from inside but there was no answer.


“Come on. It’s heavy!”


She kicked three more times and then set the basket on the ground and looked through her purse and found the keys. She unlocked the door and went inside to see her father lying on the old military cot in the living room. He was underneath an electric blanket and in a sleeping bag and was watching TV.


“Didn’t you hear me?”


He lifted his head. “I wasn’t sure who it was.”


“Who else would it be?”


“I don’t know.”


“Why is it so cold in here?”


“They shut off the goddamn gas.”


“Who did?”


“The gas company.”


“Don’t lie to me, buster. I paid the bill and you know it. Anyway, all your mail comes to my house, and you never check your messages so you’d have no idea.” She went to the thermostat and turned it to seventy. There was a click, a hum, and then warm air began coming through the floor vents. “You can lower it when I leave but I’m not going to freeze just to cook you lunch . . . I did your laundry so I want you to take a shower and change your clothes. It’s cold in here but I can still smell you.”


“The hot water heater’s broken,” he said half-heartedly with his eyes still on the TV.


“You’re getting on my nerves already.” She took the case of soup into the kitchen and set it on the counter. She turned on the water and put her hand under it. “Don’t burn yourself in the shower. I’m gonna do the dishes and you’re going to wash your body and hair with lots of soap. Then you’re going to get dressed in clean clothes. I’m not going to argue. You either get up and get ready or I’m going to call Uncle Jeff again.”


The old man sprang from the cot. He was dressed in a sweatshirt and urine-stained long underwear. The electric blanket and sleeping bag fell to the floor as he stood. He was a bony man in his mid-sixties with thick gray hair and six-day-old stubble. His eyes were small and brown and sunk back in his head.


“Why do you always got to call him?” he yelled. He picked up the basket of clothes and began walking toward his bedroom.


“I call him because you won’t listen to me, and because he’s your brother and he’ll put you in your place. He’ll come down here and kick your ass.”


“Goddamn it, don’t call him.”


“Then do what I say.” Pauline came from the kitchen. “Stop right there.”


“What now?” he said and turned around.


“I want you to shave, too. And I’ll be listening for the shower. If you don’t smell like shampoo when you come to lunch, I’m dialing his number.”


“This is bullshit.”


“And when you get done, you’ll eat lunch and we’ll go for a walk.”


“I don’t want to go for a walk.”


“You need to and I need to. I’ve gained six pounds since November and I don’t like walking alone. It wouldn’t kill you to leave the house once in a while.”


He went to his bedroom and slammed the door behind him. Pauline washed a sink full of dishes and opened a can of soup and turned on the stove. In the cupboard were three boxes of saltines. She found one open, took out ten crackers and put them on a plate. She chopped iceberg lettuce into bite-size pieces, put the salad in a bowl, and went into the living room and watched TV and waited.


He came out twenty minutes later. His hair was combed back and wet. Bits of toilet paper covered a series of shaving cuts on his neck and chin. He wore brown pants and a flannel shirt.


He pointed to the cuts. “Are you happy?”


“If you’d use the electric razor I bought you then you’d never cut yourself. Then you wouldn’t hate shaving so much,” she said.


“I don’t trust electric razors.” He went into the kitchen and sat. She poured the soup into a bowl and set it in front of him.


“It looks like you keep losing weight.”


“Don’t be a nurse,” he said and began eating. “I don’t like it when you talk like a nurse.”


“Alright,” she said. “Fair enough. What do you want to talk about?”


He looked up from his soup. “What?”


“What’s going on with you?”


The old man slurped the soup into his mouth and stared at the table. Broth leaked out his lips and dribbled down his chin.


“What are you going to do this weekend?”


He took two saltines and put them in his mouth and began chewing.


“What are you going to do this weekend?” she asked again.


“What do you think?” he said and put his face back down to the soup. He held the spoon like a knife and began shoveling it in and again broth fell to the table.


In a man’s voice she said, “What about you, Pauline? What are you going to do this weekend?”


“I don’t know really,” she answered in her own voice. “Maybe I’ll go to New York and become a prostitute.”


“Isn’t New York cold this time of year?” she said in the low voice. “Maybe you should wait until it’s spring.”


“Spring, you think?”


“Yeah, spring’s a good time to walk the streets.”


“Thanks for the advice, Dad. You really are something. You’re always such a help.”


“That’s why I’m here,” she said in the man’s voice and hit the table.


Her father stopped eating and looked at her. “Okay, I’m sorry.”


“You’re an asshole.”


“I didn’t mean to be an asshole.”


“When you’re an asshole, you’re an asshole. It doesn’t matter if you want to be or not. You just are. The trick is not to be.”


He pushed the bowl away. “Alright, I’m sorry.”


“It’s alright,” she said and sighed. “I guess I’m just in a bad mood. You done?”


“I’ll finish the rest later.”


“What about the lettuce? You’ve only had one bite.”


“I hate vegetables.”


“I don’t think you can consider iceberg lettuce much of a vegetable.”


“You know what I mean.”


“So you’re finished?”


He nodded and she took the dishes from the table and set them in the sink. “Now put on your shoes and let’s go for a walk. I only have an hour before I have to go to work.”


“Can I bring my cigarettes?”


“Yeah,” she said. “I started again, so you’re off the hook.”
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Leroy Kervin woke up to the sound of the TV. There was a Western on; a kid was AWOL from the cavalry and was killing Indians. A man with one leg was trying to stop him, but he was having a hard time. He watched the show for a moment then fell back to sleep. The next time he woke it was to the sound of crying. He opened his eyes to see a brown-haired nurse in the corner of the room. She stared out the window into the parking lot. It was night and the main room lights were off. He could hear her sobs and could see her wiping her tears while she looked at her wristwatch. He heard a voice from the hallway call, “Pauline.” The brown-haired nursed replied that she would just be a minute and again looked at her watch. He tried to keep his eyes open, but couldn’t.


When he opened them the next time it was daylight. He could see the sun from the window and could hear people talking. He saw an old man using a walker go down the hallway and nurses walking past. He could remember that a nurse named Pauline had been in the room crying the last time he was awake. He could remember that a Western was on TV. He still had his memory; he still had clarity. Nothing made sense anymore. He tried to move his hand to hit the call button to let them know the pain he was in, but his fingers wouldn’t move. Everything felt as heavy as concrete. And then the pain worsened. He tried to speak, to scream for help but nothing would come out. His mind became hysterical while his body lay lifeless.


His thoughts grew darker. It would be more hospitals, and this time it was his fault. He’d failed, he was to blame. It would be this room and then another and then another and then finally, if he were lucky, he’d be back where he started: at the group home in the suburbs, stuck away forever.


The pain seemed to stop time. Had he been waiting like this for minutes or hours or days or weeks? It was too much to take and he was so tired of being in pain. He decided then that he would give up, that he would run his mind as far away as he could. He would lose himself inside himself. He would disappear from the world.




*





It was early morning as he walked down the crowded city street. It was cold and most of the people wore green-and-gray military uniforms. There were hundreds of them passing by in all directions. Leroy looked out to the sea and military ships filled the bay, and on the streets black-and-green military vehicles lined the curbs. He was dressed in his uncle’s Pendleton wool coat as he walked to the National Guard recruiting office. As he drew closer, he saw a woman in a blue parka knocking on the front door. She was slender, in her twenties with black hair.


“Do you know why they aren’t open?” she asked. Her pale face was red from crying.


“No,” he told her. “They’re supposed to be. They’re always open.”


“Oh, I hate this place.”


“What’s wrong?” he asked her.


“My friend’s disappeared,” she cried. “I begged him not to join but I think he did. I used to see him every day but now I can’t find him. I’m hoping they’ll tell me where he is. Why are you here?”


“I’m joining,” he told her.


“You’re joining?” she said in horror.


“Yes.”


“But why?”


“My boss wants me to. He’s a captain in the Guard. It sounds crazy, but I know I won’t get laid off if I join. He’s let half of the crew go already, but he likes me. I’m an electrician. Jobs are hard to find where I live. No one’s building anymore. There’s two guys that have more seniority than me, but I know he won’t lay me off if I join. He thinks of me as a son. Someone to carry on the business when he gets old. I don’t mind. I just want to keep my job. Anyway, he said I can be an electrician for the National Guard so I won’t have to go overseas. I won’t have to be in the wars.”


“I think they’ll send you wherever they want to send you,” the woman said. “That’s how it works. It has nothing to do with what you want or what you think.”


“They won’t send me to the wars,” he said.


“You’re wrong,” she said and wiped her eyes with a Kleenex. They waited for nearly twenty minutes, staring at the closed brick building. It began raining and grew colder. Wind began howling against them.


“I’m starting to get hungry,” Leroy said and turned to her. “Are you hungry?”


“Me?” she said as she leaned against the glass door.


“Yeah, you.”


“Worrying always makes me hungry.”


“There’s a restaurant up the street. I think it’s called Paul’s Place.”


“That’s the last place I want to go,” she said.


“Why?”


“I work there, but you should go. The food’s pretty good.” For the first time she looked at him. She had green eyes and a small face with freckles and a nose that sloped upward. He thought she was about to smile when across the street a group of twenty soldiers walked past them. They were dressed in new uniforms. One of the soldiers at the back of the pack, a haggard man of forty, noticed her and stopped. He walked across the street toward them and lit a cigarette. When she saw him coming, tears filled her eyes and she moved closer to Leroy. “If you walk me home, I’ll make you breakfast.”


He looked at the soldier. “He makes you nervous?”


“Of course.”


“Then let’s go,” Leroy said and put his arm around her. When the soldier saw this and that she was crying he turned around and jogged back to his group.


“Everything is falling apart. So now it seems like all I do is fall apart. ”


“It’s alright,” he said. “You should see what I’ve been like. You should see where I’ve been living.”


“My name is Jeanette.”


“I’m Leroy.”


“Please don’t join the guard, Leroy,” she said. “I know I don’t know you, but I’m begging you not to.”


“But I’ve already committed,” he whispered to her.




*





They walked through hundreds of passing soldiers to her apartment, men and women, young and old. A sea of soldiers next to the sea. The uniforms were new, as were the packs on their backs and the boots on their feet. They spoke loudly and freely among themselves, and all of them stared as the two civilians walked by. Then Jeanette took Leroy’s hand and led him off the main road and down a side street. They walked up a long hill to where she lived, a brick building from the 1930s that sat alone overlooking the bay.


The main entrance door was broken down, as were the windows around it. They stepped over shattered glass and splintered boards and passed busted furniture and bags of trash to get to the stairwell. She led him up six flights until they came to the door of her apartment. She took a key from her coat and opened three bolt locks. Inside, the walls and ceiling of her apartment were ragged, the plaster falling down in patches from water damage. Her front room was simple, just a couch, two wooden chairs, and a bookcase lined with novels and comic books. There was a balcony with a view of the harbor, which held a long row of warships. The walls had old water-stained floral wallpaper and nothing hung from them except a single framed picture of the Portuguese singer Amália Rodrigues.


“How do you know Amália Rodrigues?” Leroy asked. “I love Amália Rodrigues.”


Jeanette went to the picture. It was an old black and white press photo. She took it from the wall and handed it to him.


“You’ll think I’m crazy, but one time I had a dream that I was in a trailer. It was like an Airstream trailer but it wasn’t as nice. Inside there was music playing and I was in love. The boy in the dream held me. He was very corny. He would whisper in my ear that he loved me more than anything. He’d say things like, ‘I love you more than a thousand planets. I love you more than all the oceans in the universe and more than all the candy bars ever made . . .’ You should have heard him. He was very funny. So that day we danced while Amália Rodrigues sang to us. There was a record player on a table and he would play her albums for me over and over. He said he would take me to Portugal: he said he’d find her for me even if he had to spend his whole life looking. He would kiss my neck as he told me these things. I had never heard of her before that. I barely knew where Portugal was, but in my dream we fell asleep together in the trailer. He held me on a fold-out bed. While I was sleeping I dreamt that she came to me and told me to find her. When I woke up, I remembered her name, and began looking for her records. It took me a year to find one.”


“She just came to you in a dream like that?”


“Yes,” Jeanette said.


“That’s the strangest thing I’ve ever heard. My uncle had a trailer once, and we would sit in it and listen to Amália Rodrigues records every Friday after he got off work . . . See, years before that, after he’d gotten out of high school, there were no jobs. He wasn’t really worried at first, but then everything he applied for he didn’t get. He was going to have to move to a different city to find work, but then he got drafted. The Vietnam War was going full blast by then. In a way he was relieved. At least he’d have money, at least in a way he would have a job. The notice he received said he had three months until he had to report. So his father took him aside and told him he should see something of the world in case he got killed. He gave my uncle his life savings of two thousand dollars and a plane ticket to Europe.


“My uncle landed in Madrid, Spain. He worked his way to Portugal and one night in a club in Lisbon he heard Amália Rodrigues sing. He said she sang the most heartbreaking songs and had the most beautiful voice he’d ever heard. He stayed in Portugal until his time ran out. He saw her night after night after night.


“Years later he lived with my mom and me in the backyard of our house. He lived in a trailer, a trailer that looked like an Airstream but wasn’t as nice. On Fridays when the work-week was done, he’d sit down with a twelve-pack of beer and listen to her music. My mom would sometimes yell at him for playing the records so loud, but my mom liked her too, and she liked that there was something her brother still loved. Sometimes you’d go into his trailer and Amália Rodrigues would be singing and he’d be sitting at his table smoking cigarettes and drinking beer, smiling and crying at the same time.”


“I can’t believe in my dream there was a trailer, and in reality your uncle listened to her in a trailer. That doesn’t make any sense. How would we both like Amália Rodrigues?”


“I don’t know,” Leroy said.


Jeanette took off her coat, turned on a portable heater, and went to the kitchen. She came back with two bottles of Rainier beer.


Leroy took a bottle and drank from it. “You know what else? This beer is the same beer my uncle used to drink.”


“I’ve always liked Rainier,” Jeanette said.


“Me too.”


“Is your uncle still alive?”


“No, not anymore,” Leroy said.


“What was he like?”


“My uncle was like my father and my brother, except he never gave me a hard time. I think really, he was always just glad to see me. It’s lucky when you know someone and you can tell they’re glad to see you, almost relieved to see you. It doesn’t happen very often, but it sure makes you feel good. My mom says my uncle was one person when he went into the army and another person when he came out. Before he went in, my mother said he was the funniest person she knew, and she’s his sister. She’s supposed to be annoyed by him. But it wasn’t like that. She loved him but she liked him, too. He was a clown and very goofy. But when he came home from the war it was like that part of him was gone. There was no silliness left, the lightness he’d always had had disappeared.”


As they spoke, they heard a loud siren coming from below. It was followed by the distant sound of sledgehammers breaking down doors. Then came the sounds of yelling and boots running up the stairwell.


“It’s them,” she cried.


“Do you have any neighbors who they could be coming for?”


“I’m the only one left in the building.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes,” she said. She lifted her leg and pulled down her sock. Her skin had the mark, the blue-and-red-and-green mark that looked like a deep bruise.


“Do you have any place to hide?”


“No,” she cried and began to hyperventilate.


“Are you sure there’s nowhere?”


She shook her head in panic.


There were fists beating on the door and then a sledgehammer breaking it. They rushed into her apartment. There were three of them in military uniforms. Two men and a woman. They carried rifles and wore bulletproof vests and helmets with spotlights on them.


“Take her pants off,” the leader of them yelled. He was a young soldier, not even twenty years old.


“No,” Jeanette cried. “Please don’t.”


Leroy ran to stop them, but the woman soldier hit him in the chest with the sledgehammer. The pain exploded inside him. He fell to the ground. He couldn’t breathe. It felt like his chest had been ripped open and was being pulled apart. He was unable to move or speak. A fat, middle-aged male soldier, out of breath and sweating, dragged Jeanette to the living room. Leroy could see her from where he lay. The soldier began taking off her clothes. She screamed and kicked at him but he wouldn’t stop. The female soldier went to Jeanette and hit her in the face and then held her down while the other soldier finished stripping her. They left her naked and crying on the floor.


“She’s got it,” the woman soldier yelled and pointed to her foot. The young commander got on the radio and called it in. He took a pistol from his holster and pointed it at her head. Leroy tried to scream for them to stop but nothing came out. He couldn’t move and the pain in his chest swelled.
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