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911 Vampire

 

By Caleb James

 

A vampire succubus created during the Black Plague, Godfrey works as a Boston paramedic and battles loneliness and exhaustion as he fights to keep humanity safe from twin COVID and opioid epidemics.

He has always pursued that which provides him hope—medicine, the cello… love. But yielding to his feelings for his work partner, Trevor, would conflict with Godfrey’s complicated moral code. Instead he feeds on sexual energy when he must and investigates a drug ring in his spare time.

But even a vampire can’t ignore his feelings forever.


For: G. S. Jayson


Chapter One

My name is Godfrey. What’s yours?

 

 

I CAME with no owner’s manual. It was London, and the year was 1356. My father, Gaius, died in childbirth. His words seared in my brain—“You are smart, you learn, and you are funny.” That last bit loses in translation and is open to interpretation. His last utterance, “Ti amo”—“I love you.” With that, he slit his throat, and I was born in a cataclysm of blood and pain. But that’s birth, isn’t it? A fresh canvas. Who—or what—will survive? All new sensations as you barrel through the birth canal, or in my case, slosh drunk in an abandoned Roman bloodbath in what is now a London suburb, soaked from head to toe as he gushed out a rare distillation of unknown vintage and tremendous potency. Sorry about that. If graphic and gory offend, I’ll keep it down, but you might want to download something else.

My vampiric birth, if that’s what I am, at the age of twenty-four, was more akin to my first birth than different. Both cost me a parent. I never met my human mother; my stepmother was nice enough, but it’s not the same. I was the last of nine and the only one to survive into adulthood. My decade with Gaius was brief, wonderful, and short. A black-plague love story that ended as expected. He died, when by rights it should have been me. But I don’t die. I could—he did—and perhaps one day I will. Perhaps that’s where this one ends.

Gaius knew what he was about when he picked me, though I’m not certain he meant to die. I mean, yes, a slashed throat doesn’t often end well, but did he know? Or was he more like me—trying to figure things out, hunt for clues, find that fucking owner’s manual?

Which brings us to today’s tale. I don’t know if I’ll send this to a publisher, and if I do, which name I’ll put on the cover. This is a conversation. If it’s just between me, myself, and I, the return is limited. But when I finish a book and send it into the world, it feeds me. Which right there, if the thought of nourishing a vampire, possibly a succubus, with a wee bit of your life does not appeal, stop now. I won’t be offended. I won’t stroll up your drive in the dark of night… but if I do, you will not hear the scribble-scrabble as callused fingers scramble up your wall or the clink of broken glass as I enter and gaze with hunger upon your luscious and vulnerable body. You will dream, unaware of how beautiful you are—your tender breaths or drunken snores, the splay of your limbs, covered or bare. You are delicious. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. And when you wake, you will mourn the loss of that dream—it’s a juicy one—and wonder at the broken glass. You will see the fallen branch and think, It must have been the wind. You’ll languish in bed, try to go back to sleep to find what you’ve lost, but you will not resent what I took. I promise. And sometimes, if you are especially tasty or comely or… convenient, I might return. Though here’s a funny bit and something to store in the manual I hope to write one day. You will replace the glass in the window, but dialing for dollars, and dollars to donuts, you will never again lock it.

My, how I dribble. It’s now five thirty on a Friday morning. Time to shower, shave, and go to work.


Chapter Two

Godfrey’s Day Begins

 

 

“WHAT IN God’s name were they thinking?” Frustrated, Kate muttered as she gripped a company tablet and wrinkled her nose.

“Something new?” I unzipped my hoodie and pulled a freshly laundered sky-blue work shirt from my locker.

“A whole new system for tracking overdoses. Like what the fuck? Like this is what we need right now? Who thinks up this crap? So not only do we have to revive the poor bastards who won’t go to the hospital and run right back to the dealer who nearly killed them, we now have three new screens of boxes to click and a number to call and report the event. But wait—.” She read off an email from the executive suite of Boston’s Cavalry Ambulance Company. “—we have a whole twenty-four hours to get this done, to be… in compliance with the state mandate. Fuck this!”

I took a deep breath of the station house—a mix of sweat, detergent, a whiff of alcohol-based hand sanitizer, and someone’s chicken parm from the night before that had been nuked too long. I thought of the Mr. Rogers show for children as I worked my fingers up the buttons one by one. “Where’s Trevor?” I asked as I tucked my shirttails and got a funhouse view of poly-blended paramedic me in a warped Dollar General mirror fixed to the back of the men’s locker room door.

“Hosing down your truck.”

“Guess that means I do check out. What number are we in?” It was nearly eight and the start of a twenty-four-hour shift on the ambulance. I’d been there a year and would stay a second—a bit short, even for me, but time should never be wasted, even when you have lots of it. End of the day, it’s all anyone gets.

“Seriously? You know he grabbed Eight. He always wants Eight.”

“That’s because it’s new and shiny.” I snatched a fistful of turquoise nitrile disposable gloves from the box and shoved them into my back pocket. There’d be plenty on the truck, but between the mask mandates, the constant spritz of hand sanitizer, and always wanting a fresh pair of gloves, it was good to be redundant. None of this was for my sake, but when you’re a taker, it’s essential to give. Nature demands balance.

“Yes, and it goes fast and has more siren options than any of the others.”

“He sulks when he can’t have it,” I offered.

“Wouldn’t want that.” She followed me from the locker room to the clubhouse area with its mismatched tables and chairs and ripped vinyl couches.

It felt good, like clock gears. Kate would be on dispatch for the first eight of my twenty-four with Trevor. She’d gripe and moan and get things done with blistering efficiency. No checkbox would be left blank, no ED triage nurse would want for a patient’s insurance information, and by shift’s end, she would have memorized the overdose memo, devised a strategy to ensure the company would be 100 percent compliant, and forwarded an all-staff email with bulleted instructions to ensure said compliance.

“You’ve got something in your hair,” she said, and without pause, without mask, without gloves, and without permission, she plucked a bit of white down from my shower-damp curls.

Kate’s smell, a mélange of Garnier Fructis, well-crisped bacon, coffee with 2 percent milk and turbinado sugar—lots of it—and arousal sent a pleasant tingle from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Her interested touch played in my hair. She knew it was wrong, but she couldn’t stop.

“It’s so unfair that you get hair like that.”

I inhaled a gentle sip of her through the pores of my skin. It was clear she’d had home fries—diner ones with bits of red pepper and chunks of sweated onion. She, and they, were tangy and delicious.

Emboldened by my silence, she played with my silken corkscrews. She stretched one out. “It’s so long and soft, and there’s another… why do you have feathers in your hair?”

“Leaky pillow,” I replied. I gathered my locks into a ponytail, tied it back with a blue satin ribbon, and tucked it beneath my shirt collar.

“Maybe you should get a new one.”

I lingered for another gentle draw of tasty Kate and then pulled back. “Maybe it wasn’t mine.”

“Tease.”

“Never.”

“Details?” she asked.

“You wouldn’t like them.”

“You don’t know that.”

Sadly, I did. And this would not be the first or last time my morning shower neglected to remove traces of the night before. “Something to ponder between calls.” My company cell vibrated inside the patch pocket on my thigh. “My steed awaits.”

“I’ll tell him you called him that.”

“Don’t be crude.”

“Have fun,” she said. Her gaze narrowed, “But you do, don’t you?”

I smiled and strapped on a cloth mask with the company logo stretched over my mouth and nostrils. “Later.” And I pulled out my cell.

As I pushed through the outer door of the substation, I was greeted by a toot of the siren. Number Eight, a spanking new half-million-dollar red-and-white panel truck, sparkled amid drips of sudsy water. Trevor, unmasked and eyes shaded, strong Celtic jaw, his thick auburn James Dean forelock tamed into a semblance of order, sat poised at the wheel. The flashers were on. With my cell on speaker, I put a finger to where my lips were hidden by the mask to get him to cool it with the horns. “What have we got?” I asked the city dispatcher.

“Twenty-seven-year-old male. Probable cardiac arrest. Unresponsive and pulseless.”

As he fed me the details, I popped into the truck, and we were in motion with lights, sirens, and speed. The LED GPS gave us an eight-minute ETA, which did not bode well for unresponsive and pulseless.

Trevor’s blue-mirrored gaze was fixed on the road. “I got you a coffee,” he said in a half-tamed “South Boston by way of Brighton” twang. As he accelerated, he added the air horn to the siren to move a Mercedes S series out of the left lane. “Moron,” he muttered.

“Thanks.” I cracked the lid and took a sip of black and bitter goodness.

“I got donuts,” he added as he threaded the needle of a tight curve with maximum speed and the tiniest sense that we might roll over.

“I’m good.” I held back the rest of the sentence, I just had some Kate. Not that I don’t like donuts. Though their flavor took a nosedive when they ditched lard for shortening, and it really went south when they eliminated trans fats. “How was your weekend?” I asked as the red line of our route shortened and the eight minutes got halved by Trevor’s lead foot.

“Meh,” he replied and tailgated sluggish cars who had not caught the siren’s wail. “Eye on the prize, and it’s not fair how you sailed through premed so easily. I’d kill for your GPA. But nothing I can do now. Just that stupid test.”

“Just don’t get behind.” I braced as he took a fast sharp left. We were less than a minute away.

“I don’t think that’s it. You got secrets, Godfrey. Don’t think I don’t know that.”

“True. I slept with all my teachers.”

He cracked a smile over toothpaste-commercial-perfect teeth, minus one chipped incisor damaged in a high school brawl. “Probably.” He braked and drove up onto the sidewalk in front of a three-family home in Dorchester that had gotten a San Francisco painted-lady makeover. I didn’t need to check the address or the GPS. The scene in front said it all. Neighbors in bathrobes, some half-dressed for work, kids—none wearing masks—their gazes shifted toward us, and an empty police cruiser parked on the postage-stamp front lawn.

“He’s on the top floor,” a woman offered as we donned nitrile gloves and pulled the gurney from the back. Excitement surged as we rolled with our valentine-red kit box and a fresh green oxygen tank strapped across white sheets with the Cavalry logo that was meant to be a crested knight’s helmet but looked more like an adult toy favored by segments of the gay community.

“Of course he’s on the top floor,” Trevor murmured as we hoisted and headed up at a cadenced jog with me in the front. We were like a pair of well-matched dancers. I was an honest six feet, and he had me by an inch, which back in the day was wicked tall. Now not so much. At least I don’t shrink.

The stairwell echoed with our unison footfalls. I remembered when these affordable and spacious homes were the thing. A couple thousand dollars, depending on the bric-a-bracs, shutters, porches, and turrets you wanted. Sears Catalog castles for the Irish, the Italians, the Jews, the Poles. Plenty of room for the new arrivals, and after that you could rent out a floor or two. Everyone in everyone else’s business. But no longer. This close to Boston, walking distance to the trolley, these two-bedroom flats were far beyond the reach of any new arrival.

A tangle of people milled on the top landing, where a uniformed officer tried to take a statement from an unmasked skunk-root blond in baggy sweats.

“When did you find him?” the cop asked.

“When I got up for work. He was….” Her voice flat.

“Which was when?”

“Seven. He had no pulse. He was cold.” She shivered.

I shifted my gaze to the black-and-white-checked linoleum floor. Another officer, his broad back to us, gave CPR to a heroin-thin man, naked save for a pair of paisley-print boxers. He was cold, gray, and too young for a heart attack, at least the normal kind. Behind him was an open bathroom door where I spotted a small stack of glassine drug packets and a syringe and spoon on the sink.

Trevor whispered, “Overdose.”

We set to work. “Did you Narcan him?” I asked the officer giving CPR as I knelt and felt for a carotid. There was no pulse.

“Once,” he replied as he continued compressions. He glanced at a small pile of familiar black, red, and white pharma packaging. “I was just about to give a second.”

“Good man. How long you been here?” I asked as Trevor handed me a light and a number six endotracheal tube.

“Less than five. I should give it?”

“Do it.” I’d done enough of these to know that cold and gray does not mean dead. And while this dude might be headed toward that bright light, he wasn’t there. He was in that room, confused and hovering over the stove, a small tether of his life still attached to his belly like an umbilical cord in reverse.

With practiced efficiency I tilted his head back, felt with the gloved fingers of my left hand for the right angle, slid the tube down his throat, tapped his larynx like a melon for the hollow ring that let me know it was in, reached back to where Trevor had the oxygen tube, hooked it up, and taped it down.

“Six liters?” Trevor asked as he cranked the tank.

“Wide open,” I said.

“Should I keep going?” the officer asked, the muscles of his upper arms corded from his exertions and three days a week on upper body.

“One more set and then let’s get him on the stretcher.” My gaze fixed on that thin thread of energy between spirit and body. It hadn’t weakened, and between the Narcan, the oxygen, and the blood being forced to pump by officer gym bod—or Gymbo as I’d dubbed him—we had a chance for a save.

We rolled the naked man onto our backboard, and the three of us hoisted him onto the stretcher. As he landed, I pressed two fingers into the notch of his neck. I waited and made eye contact with the disembodied specter. He spoke. “Am I dead? Is this it?”

I shook my head as I felt the sluggish surge of blood beneath the tips of my cello-callused fingers. Not yet. Find your way back. Will yourself back into your body, back into this life. And so began a fun and private conversation.

I fucked up, the almost-dead guy said.

Yes, you did. Everyone does.

I told Annie I’d quit for good.

I glanced up at the Annie in question and was struck by the depth of her anguish. It was moments like this that dropped the floor out of my world. It was clear that this naked man, with his Jesus hair, perched between worlds, was the love of her life. On him, she had pinned dreams of children, marriage—the whole enchilada. He was her one. She’ll forgive you.

She shouldn’t. This was the worst time. You don’t understand.

Dude, people fuck up. We can’t help it. But here’s the deal—do you want to die or do you want to live and maybe do better? Annie clearly loves you.

I don’t want to die. She shouldn’t love me. I want to do better. This was the worst. What’s wrong with me?

I’d missed something. He did not want to die, but…. Why was this time the worst?

She’s pregnant. We’re going to have a kid… she just told me. And this is what I do.

Do you want to be a father?

Fuck yeah. I’ve got to stop doing this. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to be a junkie. Leave my kid with nothing but a trust fund for a father.

Then grab on to that line and get your ass back into your body.

He nodded, and as the oxygen tank hissed, Gymbo pumped, and Trevor started an IV, the cold gray body came back to life. The lips turned from bruised-grape to pink, his nail beds flushed, and the board-hard stiffness in his chest eased. His bright blue eyes cracked open.

Annie whimpered, “Oh my God. Oh my God, he’s not dead.” She grabbed for his hand. “James, don’t leave me. Not now. Not fucking now, you bastard! You promised me.”

He tried to move his lips, but they were taped around the hard-plastic tube.

I put a restraining hand on his shoulder. “Don’t,” I said.

She put a hand on his chest. “He’s not dead. He’s not dead.”

“He’s not,” I said. “We’re going to take him to an emergency room. You can ride with us.”

“He’ll only walk out,” she said, and the expression on her unmasked face shifted from relief back to despair. “He promised that he’d stopped.”

At least their stories match, I mused. “People mess up, Annie. We can’t help it.”

She startled. “How do you know my name?”

“Call sheet,” I lied.

“Lactated or Ringers?” Trevor asked, the IV in, flushed and open.

“Ringers.” I looked at our patient, knew that he could hear me and would not remember our astral confab. “James, you had an overdose. You’ve had a lot of Narcan, and in a little bit you’re going to feel dope sick. You know the drill. We’ll bring you and Annie to an emergency room, and you’ll want to leave. You’re going to want to use, because you’re sick. But we’ll take you to one where they can start some medication so you don’t get sick. Nod if you understand.”

“He’s supposed to be on that medication,” Annie said. “He was… is. I can’t believe he did this again. Oh God.” Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh God.”

And here comes anger. I watched as James tried to make eye contact with Annie. She bit her lip and shook her head.

“I can’t keep doing this.”

“We good?” I asked Trevor.

“Yup.”

“Let’s roll.”

We wheeled toward the door, and Annie hung back. “You should come,” I urged and tried not to stare at her belly. She didn’t show, but her loose sweatpants and top hid a lot. Her hair spoke volumes. I’d assumed her dark roots were a COVID casualty, but I reassessed and figured she’d ditched the harsh chemicals at least three months ago, maybe four, when she found out she was pregnant. Add a month to that… and she was well into her second, possibly third, trimester.

“I can’t… I just can’t.”

James tried to rise up against the orange straps across his chest and legs. I laid one hand on his shoulder as I held her gaze. “Please come.” And just as there had been a tether between almost-dead James and his body, there was a bond with his wife, Annie. I knew it for what it was—love, two-way, unconditional, deaf, dumb, and blind. Rare as hen’s teeth and not something you throw away. “Get your purse and come with us. He needs you.”

“Yeah. He does.” She shifted her gaze back to the now shivering man. “James. I fucking hate you.” She batted back tears, stuffed things into a briefcase-sized bag, and trailed behind as Trevor and I did the paramedic two-step down a nineteenth-century stairwell with a twenty-first-century tragedy.

Outside, the crowd of neighbors milled with little attention to social distance and only half with masks—a solid COVID C-. I heard snippets of on-the-money conversations. Everyone had a story. “This happened to my brother.” “My friend at work said she’s had to Narcan her boyfriend six times.” “Kid I went to school with just died from an overdose. He was twenty-two. What the fuck is wrong with people?”

With a “one, two, three,” Trevor and I hoisted James up and in. “You want to hop in back?” I offered Annie.

“Sure.” Her tone let me know this was not her first such ride.

“Trevor, let’s take him to University.”

“B.I. is closer, Godfrey. Don’t you start….”

“What he needs is at University, and it’s only three minutes more.” I watched him struggle. He had the physiologic tell that so many with Irish blood get—the blush—and the more perturbed, the more it spread. On a ten-point scale, this tiny infraction of one of his beloved rules rated a two, as a tinge of pink rose above his mask and spread beneath his blue-mirrored shades.

“Fine.” And he walked off.

I turned to Annie. “How many times you done this with him?” She took my arm to steady herself up and in.

“Five in an ambulance, and he’s had a couple close calls at home where he wouldn’t let me call 911.” She found her seat on the bench and strapped in without being told.

I ambled over her and sat by James’s head. I pulled out a fresh paper mask from a box. “You should put this on.”

“Right, I forgot.”

“No worries.”

“We good to go?” Trevor called from up front.

“All set.”

James struggled and gagged with the plastic tube down his throat. He no longer needed it, but paramedics are not doctors and are held to a dizzying number of silly protocols. While we can do certain stuff in the field, we are discouraged from taking out breathing tubes once they’re in. But he was miserable. He tried to talk, and if he persisted, he would damage his vocal cords.

“James, chill,” I said, and to both Annie and him, “If anyone asks, it fell out. James, relax your throat, take a big breath in through your belly,” and without further instruction or warning, I ripped off the tape and eased out the tube. “Don’t speak,” I said, not so much because it would hurt him physically, but this was not the time or place for him and Annie to have couples therapy. I grabbed a plastic face mask, strapped it around his head, and set the oxygen to six liters. “Your job is to breathe and look pretty. Trevor, what’s the ETA?”

“Seven. I can do it in four.”

“Excellent. Annie, how you holding up?”

“I’m not. And I’m supposed to be at work in, like, fifteen minutes. I’m a receptionist at a clinic, which makes me an essential employee.” She glared at James.

“Call out,” I said.

“Easier said than done… but yeah.” She pulled out her cell and told the requisite lies. “Must have caught that thing that’s going around. No… not that thing. Yeah, sure, happy to take calls from home. I should be back by tomorrow, day after at the latest.” She glared at James.

And for his part, he tried. But with each minute, every cell in his body hungered for drugs. It would worsen and become unbearable. Theirs was an exquisite and painful love triangle—Annie, James, and heroin… although I was sure this was fentanyl. He loved Annie but needed his opioids. And the tipping point between need and true love was the stuff of great art. “As long as he’s alive, there’s hope,” I offered.

“So they say. I’m not sure.”

“I am,” I said.

“How can you be?” she asked.

“’Cause I’ve seen it, a lot.”

“Really, you don’t look that old.” Her dark red-rimmed eyes sought out mine.

“Thanks, but with all the overdoses and the bad drugs, people do get better. And you can’t predict who or when. But folks who’ve had far more near-misses than your blue-eyed true love have gotten to the other side of this thing.”

“He is my true love.”

Despite her paper mask, I heard the hard set in her jaw. Tears popped in the corners of her eyes. “That’s clear.”

“This is my fault… I shouldn’t have told him.”

“Told him what?” I asked, though I knew.

“That I’m pregnant. We’re going to have a baby.”

And despite my order for silence, James rasped through his bruised vocal cords and mask, “I love you, Annie. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry.”

His eyes teared, and trails of mucus tracked from his nostrils. I grabbed a tissue and tidied him up. Gooseflesh popped on the skin of his shoulders not covered by the sheet. He felt hot… and tasty.

“Two minutes,” Trevor shouted.

“Okay, Annie, James… we’re taking you to University Hospital. They can get you back on your buprenorphine. But it’s an emergency room and things take time. So what we have to do is let them know exactly what you need without being obnoxious and pushy. Are we in agreement with that plan?”

She nodded.

He did as well, but with the large doses of Narcan he’d had, he’d descended into full-blown opioid withdrawal. It was not pretty, and to be blunt, I wanted him out of the back of our freshly washed ambulance before he puked, shat, or erupted in a magically unpleasant combination of the two.


Chapter Three

Trevor’s Turn at Bat

 

 

LET’S KEEP track, I thought, and I wondered how and when I’d started my surveillance of Godfrey. It was the kind of thing Dad would do with an arson suspect. I darted and wove through traffic, played the siren and air horn with a minute left till we’d roll into the ambulance bay at University. I monitored the action in the back through the dash camera. What is he up to? I’d stopped saying anything as he broke one state and federal regulation, one company policy after another. It was pointless. Removal of our patient’s endotracheal tube was one in a litany of… I’d lost count. And why count? Thing was, it was the right move, the kind move, but not in the book. And… we’re obliged to take people to the nearest emergency room, and University was not. Strike one. Strike two. What’s your problem, Trevor?

The man was suffering with that tube down his throat, so Godfrey took it out—no hesitation, no “I’ll get in trouble… or get my partner in trouble.” I can’t do shit like that. But I let him talk me into it. I’m just as guilty, a sin of omission.

I couldn’t hear the whole conversation, but between the video cam and the rearview mirror, I got the gist. What’s supposed to happen in the back of an ambulance is crisis stabilization and paperwork. He hadn’t filled out a damn thing. His company tablet hung turned off on its hook, not a single box checked. He hadn’t even gotten their insurance info.

“Godfrey.” I felt guilty for stepping into what was probably more important than my ask. “Get their insurance. Triage hates it when we don’t have that.” And now I sound like Mom. Why does he have to be so fucking weird?

He gave me a thumbs-up but made no movement toward the computer. At least I tried, and I took the right up the ramp into the emergency department, spotted an open bay, hooked a J-turn, and slid on back.

We got James, our revived OD, out of the back with wife Annie at his side. I sensed the three of them had hatched a scheme and got an unpleasant déjà vu. The man on the outside—the patsy, the fool. Fine, let him talk. And when the questions start? I’ll be well and truly fucked.

I held my tongue as we rolled up to triage. The nurse behind her COVID plexi window rattled questions, but her expression soured when she realized James was not a cardiac arrest as advertised, but an overdose. I hated that, and I felt all my own buried shit about trips to the emergency room with my sister Grace, dead and buried—the loss of control, the need to rely on strangers.

For her part, Annie knew what she was about and clearly had seen this show before. And yes, it was familiar and sad and scary. I’d thought this shift was about to start with a dead twenty-seven-year-old. I still felt his cold flesh beneath my gloves. I’d thought he was gone, but not Godfrey. Did he know? How could he? He seemed so confident—no doubt, no hesitation. He knew James wasn’t dead. I thought back to the scene and his eyes glued not to our patient but to a spot over the stove. I’d watched him do that before, like he saw something no one else could.

Annie produced the insurance cards while Godfrey did his thing.

“He was on buprenorphine.” Godfrey locked gazes with the nurse. “Went off, or maybe had it stolen and got some bad bags of dope. You guys do the rapid bup induction here?”

“We do,” the nurse replied, her interest no longer on the keyboard but on I’m-sexy-and-I-know-it Godfrey. And while guys aren’t my thing, you look at him and think magazine cover or pirate on a supermarket romance novel, with his long black hair, olive skin, dark stubble, and amber-ringed eyes.

He leaned into her window, and I strained to hear. “What are the chances of getting him straight back and getting his meds restarted?”

“He needs to be medically cleared first. Especially since he was intubated.” She shook her head. “He’s supposed to be intubated. What happened?”

Godfrey shrugged, and a tendril of blue-black hair tumbled down his tanned cheek. “It came out, and he was awake and alert by then. Would have been cruel to put it back.”

“I see.” She swallowed, her fingers poised over the keyboard, her eyes on Godfrey. It was like the National Geographic Channel—the raptor with its prey. I had zero doubt of what would happen.

“You’ll get him out of here so much quicker,” Godfrey added.

“I shouldn’t,” she said.

“No one will care, and more importantly, it’s the right thing for the patient.”

“True.”

That clicked with her. It was a card I’d seen him play before. He pulled it all the time on me. Ends justify the means.

She reached for her phone, had a brief conversation, and said, “You can bring him straight back to the pod.”

“You’re a saint,” he said.

“No.” She tried to break from his gaze. “I’m a sucker for a sad story.”

“And for doing the right thing,” he added.

“That too.”

 

 

WE WHEELED through the ED that, like everything else since March 2020, had been retrofitted for COVID. The cloth curtains replaced by hard plastic barriers in steel frames, patients and their families no longer allowed to accumulate in hallways, and additional hospital real estate subsumed by the ED to keep people apart.

We stopped outside the door to the pod, a euphemism for the psychiatric part of the emergency room. It also handled overdoses, which were a daily, often multiple-times-a-day occurrence—an epidemic of fentanyl and heroin wrapped inside a viral pandemic.

The door buzzed, Godfrey bumped it open with his back, and we were met by a short psychiatric resident and two medical students, all garbed in full face shields, gloves, and green plastic gowns that made them look a bit like Alaskan fishermen. “Welcome,” the resident said as she made a rapid assessment of her new charge.

“Excellent,” Godfrey replied, “where would you like James?”

“You can put him in two.” She held a white tablet. “He was intubated….” Her voice faltered. “He hasn’t been medically cleared.”

Crap! Here it comes. Let no good deed go unpunished.

“He wasn’t intubated,” Godfrey said without pause as we shifted cold and clammy James from our stretcher onto the waiting hospital bed.

He turned to her and her two younger charges. “And look at him, he’s fine… other than being horribly dope sick from all the Narcan he got. What he needs, you have. You can do a lot right now.”

James looked awful. He had curled up under the sheet. Annie was at his side, rubbing gentle circles on his back.

“Besides,” Godfrey added, “you weren’t the one who sent him back here without medical clearance. Not your fault. And done is done.”

“True.” She smiled through her plexi shield. “It’s good to see you, Godfrey.”

“You too, Raj.”

“Will I get in trouble for this?”

“No. But you will save his life.”

I fixated on him, her, and the two students who gaped like fish through their shields. I knew that my fascination with Godfrey was that I wanted to be like him… but not exactly. It ran to my core, to a promise made to my little sister Grace. You’ll be fine. I won’t let anything bad happen. It was a promise I did not keep. I tried. I failed.

“Okay, then,” Resident Raj said. With regret she broke from Godfrey and headed to her new patient. “So, James, you’ve been on buprenorphine before. We’ll do a quick verification through the state’s database, but do you remember what dose worked best for you?”

I pulled our stretcher from the cubicle and wadded the sheets into a sealed red laundry bag.

Godfrey hung back in the now-crowded and decidedly not socially distant cubicle with James, Annie, the resident, and the students. “Annie, you’re in good hands here. He’ll get what he needs.”

I watched and listened as I sprayed down the stretcher with antiseptic. She looked drained, and James was a sick mess, nodding and rocking and probably doing everything in his power to not say “Fuck it, get me out of here.” Which is exactly what would have happened if… Godfrey hadn’t just broken half a dozen rules and lied, lied, lied. Half the time we’d revive an overdose and they’d run off, unable to deal with the anguish of hours in withdrawal in some emergency department where people called them names and treated them like scum.

“Thank you,” she said through her mask as she struggled with something more. “Before you go….”

“What?” Godfrey did one of his signature moves. He stopped, turned, and gave her his full attention.

My breath caught.

“You know about this stuff,” Annie said. Her words came fast and puffed her mask in and out. “Tell me what I’m supposed to do with him. I can’t keep doing this. He’s going to die, and I don’t want to be there when that happens.”

Godfrey cocked his head at an angle as he listened. It reminded me of a wine connoisseur, his senses tuned to her, her words, the emergency room, the several sets of eyes glued to him. “He might not. They’ll give him medicine and schedule follow-up. That will help, but not enough. Here’s the truth, Annie. It’s his soul that needs saving. The best thing for that is love—lots of it—forgiveness, a friend or two who doesn’t use drugs and who he can call in the middle of the night when it gets bad, and work. Work is good. And exercise. Prayer too. Trevor likes that one.” He caught me staring and winked.

Bastard.

Then he turned back to Annie. “But it’s not for everyone. And the last bit you know—it’s a long road. Don’t think about the destination. Just think about today and this minute. He could have died and he didn’t. He wants to change, he loves you, you love him, and those are wonderful things, and they matter. Now can I ask you a question? Or rather, James, I need to know a couple things.”

And we all stood and did nothing as Godfrey pulled back his mask, leaned down, and whispered into James’s ear. His long dark hair tied in a bright blue ribbon slipped from under his uniform collar and curtained his face. Yup, pirate king. A whole upstairs bedroom of my parents’ house was filled with those books. And it wasn’t just Mom who read them.

The sick man nodded, cupped a hand to Godfrey’s ear, and answered.

“Good to know.” Godfrey straightened and tucked his hair away. He smiled. “I believe our work here is done.”

And what the hell was that? I hated when he did shit like that.

Back in the ambulance, I ticked off boxes on the call sheet that he should have completed. It fell to me. It always fell to me. The grunt work. Then work with someone else. I stopped.

“You okay?” he asked as he plucked the frosting rose off a chocolate crème-filled donut and popped it into his mouth.

Tell him the truth—that you’re sick of getting stuck with the paperwork. I felt the weight of his gaze, and I knew the moment I looked into those eyes I’d lose my nerve. I swallowed and thrust the tablet toward him. “You do this.”

“Sure.” He took it, licked his fingers, and without using hand sanitizer, punched answers onto the touch screen.

That went better than expected. Go for two. “What did you ask that guy?”

Without pause he said, “Where he bought his drugs.”

“Why?”

“Ask me no questions, Trevor, I’ll tell you no lies.”

“Yes, you will. You lie all the time.” Do not look at him.

“True, and you pay attention.”

I hazarded a side glance as he came to a free text box on the form. The fingers of his left hand typed ridiculously fast while his right held the half-eaten donut.

I hadn’t realized he was a leftie. But no… ambidextrous. “Why do you lie so much?”

He looked at me, and there were those eyes, deep and brown, but with odd outer rings of gold. Do other people have those? Don’t stare. Look away.

He shrugged, broke gaze, typed a final line onto James’s call sheet, and handed me the tablet. “Convenience, doing what works. A, all of the above, B, none of the above.”

“It’s A,” I said. “But you left off an option. K questions have five choices.” I looked at his completed call log. My name alongside his at the top. That was true. Much else wasn’t, like no mention of an endotracheal tube being placed—and then removed. And no discussion of how and why he decided Mr. James Grant did not require medical clearance at the hospital. But if anyone dug, we would not be on the hook. It would be the nurse in triage and cute Raj, the resident at the hospital, who should have refused the patient. I stared at my name over what was essentially a work of fiction and wondered, Is this what will keep me out of medical school? Not like they’re jumping over themselves to let me in.

“They do, and how goes you and Stanley Kaplan?”

“Like trying to stuff too much into my brain. Seems there’s a limit to what it will hold, and it’s not enough.” I added my electronic signature to Godfrey’s account of our first run of the day and hit Send. And that’s what Father Calvin would call bearing false witness.

“I wish you hadn’t done that,” he said.

“Why? You wanted to add something?”

The on-dash phone rang, and a jellybean lit on the screen of my tablet.

“That. I wanted to grab coffee before our next run.”

“Sorry, next one.” I hit the audio on the dash and touched the jellybean on the computer. It brought me to a fresh call sheet with a familiar name—Florence O. Cantrell, a ninety-two-year-old chain-smoking widow with renal failure, a killer apartment in the Back Bay, and emphysema.

Kate’s voice came through the speaker. “Morning, angels.”

“Morning, Charlie,” Godfrey replied. “Terrorists in the south of France?”

“Close, we’re down a truck of basics. We need help with the renal roundup.”

“On it,” he said as I backed out of the ambulance bay and glanced at the GPS, which offered three routes to Flo’s.

“So, your heart attack was an OD?” Kate said, having just received his… our massaged account.

“Yes,” Godfrey said.

“That’s happening more and more,” she said, “where they call it in as a heart attack.”

“Word is out,” he replied.

“What word is that?” she asked.

“You get better service for heart attacks than overdoses. Cops were there before we were. They’d already given him a Narcan.”

“Good point,” she said. “You have to fill out that new report for these.”

“Do tell.”

I glanced at him, unmasked and grinning. Months back we’d decided that masks were kind of ridiculous when you work a twenty-four-hour shift with someone three feet away. He slouched back unbelted into his seat, his boots on the dash, which I hated. “Get your feet off,” I hissed.

“Make me, Mother.”

“It’s short… ish,” Kate said. “I’ll walk you through it.”

“Wonderful.” And holding the tablet like a gaming module, he booted up her new form, entered God only knew what, and hit Send.


Chapter Four

Flo’s Three Husbands and How to Quit Smoking

 

 

AS TREVOR sped and enumerated my sins like beads on the worn rosary in his pocket, I stared out the window. I never tire of the views, and Boston is a favorite—a true city, old for this country, young when compared to others, but vibrant, like a plucked string held taut around a center pitch. No virus would upend things, not without a fight. As COVID spring gave way to summer and now fall, the traffic had picked up. The Newbury Street crowd donned designer masks, and people queued for pizza and beer in neatly spaced lines that allowed infected particles to float and fall to the ground. It felt familiar, a plague of manageable proportions, not like others where a rash or single pustule in the morning would bring death by dusk. In my endless game of compare, contrast, and try to fit together, I rolled James and Annie into the hierarchy of disease and death. His addiction to opioids was much closer to the lethality of the black death, the great pestilence. Though his disease, unlike that plague, required no carrier fleas and rats. It was 100 percent man-made.

“She won’t go on the stretcher,” Trevor said as he pulled up in front of a hydrant.

“She prefers the chair.” And I felt the stirrings of a minuet, something in three-four time. The Trevor and Godfrey Waltz.

“We’re supposed to use the stretcher.”

“We’ll say we did,” I replied as we opened our doors, two, three, walked to the back of the truck, one, two, opened it up, three, one, and he jumped in, two, three. He looked at the stretcher, one, two. Realized it will be a waste of time and make everyone feel like shit, three, one, and with a shake of his head, grabbed the folded wheelchair off the wall and rolled it back to me, two, three.

I stopped myself from offering him my arm to get down, as it would only end with me attempting to twirl him into the street, one, two, three, one, two, three. He wouldn’t like that. Although… maybe he would.

“What’s the joke?” he asked.

“You,” I said.

“Asshole.”

“I don’t remember you swearing this much.” I unfolded the chair and wheeled it up the ramp to Flo’s building.

“I didn’t, and I blame you,” he said.

“That’s pointless. Own your actions.”

“Like you do?” He held the door for me.

“I do.”

“But you tell lies.”

“The two are separate. Words and actions… different animals.”

He pressed the button for the service elevator. “I know you won’t tell me the truth, but I’ve got to ask….”

Oh, Trevor, what are you up to? “Yes?”

“When we were in that apartment with the OD.”

“Yes, James. He has a name.” Stop being a pedant.

“Right, James… and Annie. When you called her by her name, you said you’d read it on the call sheet. It wasn’t there. All we had was an address and a twenty-seven-year-old male with a probable heart attack.”

We got into the elevator, and Trevor pressed 2. I let his question-cum-accusation linger. So many ways to respond, and it added a discordant note to my minuet that begged for resolution. “I must have heard it.”

“I didn’t.”

“You don’t have my ears.” And that was true… ish. Because I did hear her name, from her almost-dead husband as he hovered between life and death.

“I hate you,” he said as he rang Flo’s doorbell.

“Now who’s lying?” I resisted the impulse to touch him, which had become increasingly difficult over that year. Nothing pervy, just a pat on the shoulder… or the ass.

“Bastard.”

We heard the scuff and clump of a walker on parquet floors. It shifted us from minuet to something slower and contemplative—a largo or lento. Each footfall a decision, nothing unintended, nothing wasted, maybe a sarabande, slow and courtly. My thoughts drifted back a couple centuries to scenes of stiff satin and lace, a season in London, a string quartet. Might I have the pleasure of the next dance? The jingle of a security chain, the twist and thud of a deadbolt, heavy breaths brought on by the exertion of twenty steps down a corridor. “Hold on,” her voice a deep but anxious rasp. “Hold on.”

“Take your time,” I said. “We’re in no rush.”

“Godfrey?” Her anxiety was replaced by excitement as the knob twisted and the door yanked inward.

“You are a vision,” I said, and Trevor be hanged, that was no lie. For there, perched over her four-point walker with two bright green tennis balls affixed to the back legs, Flo was a head-to-toe package in shades of puce and purple. Rows of chunky Bakelite beads hung from her neck and ears, and her acid-green tasseled loafers matched the trim on her dusky grape pantsuit. She wore full makeup that had taken her the better part of an hour, and a storied and color-coordinated leather handbag in the shape of a panther completed her ensemble.

“What a wonderful surprise,” she said. “Come in. Come in. And take off that stupid mask. I want to see your beautiful face.”

Before Trevor could kill her buzz and say something like we’re not supposed to, “Of course, but we can’t stay long.”

“I know.” She inched backward, gripped her walker, and pivoted around the jam-packed floor-to-ceiling bookshelves as she managed a careful fourteen-point turn.

I loved her rhythm—like a metronome turned all the way down—everything deliberate, nothing rushed.

“Godfrey,” Trevor hissed at my back.

“Yes, Trevor.”

“We’re not supposed to do this.”

I stopped, which let Flo get a couple steps ahead of us. I looked back at him, his irritation about a four out of ten, as his nimble arterioles flushed up his neck. “Think, Trevor. This is what we’re supposed to do.” I watched his lovely hazel eyes and waited.

He nodded. “I still hate you.”

“Something’s burning,” I whispered.

“What?”

“Your pants.”

“Dick.”

“Language. Is this how young doctors are supposed to talk?”
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