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THE FEVER MAN

DECEMBER OF ’08 was off to a good start. The house we’d dreamed of was ours at a steal and I’d be celebrating my third year at The Potter Query—Vanderbilt’s First-Class New Journal, making me Jim Purdy, head writer. It was about time. 

Pam left her vet job and was expecting, and folks were happy that we’d finally done something worthy of our large families. Pam was the second eldest of twelve, and me, the baby of seven. We had reluctantly decided on Mortimer for a boy, mostly due to the bullshit story she said my grandfather laid on her about my great-grandfather Mort finding some abandoned baby deer in the woods and nursing it back to full pulsing vitality before releasing it back into the wild.

Truth be told, my great-grandfather Mort was a drunk who used to shoot at cans most of the day while my great-grandmother would bake dozens of pies at once and sell them each day in town. This ‘prized deer’ was no more than a kitten he’d almost stepped on while taking a walk and he had left the poor creature in someone’s mailbox. I was praying for a Junie, after my late mother. She had decided to get out while the getting was good. Breast cancer. She was diagnosed on a Thursday and, no one to fuss about when the bad news came, was dead by Wednesday.

We’d had it all laid out, starting a family in our early thirties. It was one of those times where ‘waiting until we were financially stable to have kids’ panned out without much counter-fanfare. A larger home to grow into, 401(k)s, good insurance. “Daisy”, my mother used to say, when everything was to a ‘T.’ 

Pam’s bleeding started at 4:07 pm on the first Tuesday of January, just a bit. The doctor told Pam not to worry but in our usual fashion, Pam and I were already sitting in the hospital parking lot, just to be sure. Pam was silent, eyes closed. She wasn’t one for jokes at the moment and I tried to cut the air often for levity. She waved her hand in my direction, and I knew.

Shut the fuck up for once, Jim.

‘I think I have to use the bathroom. Wait here.’ Pam opened the car door and winced as she stood; she blanched at the driver’s seat, dark red with blood.

I hopped out and swung around the car to cradle her from stumbling and we raced to the emergency entrance. A sea of medicinal green coats and scrubs flew around us like a flock of birds descending on dinner scraps, screaming questions that Pam was too bereft to answer. I tried to focus on one question at a time. I remember losing my temper often and feeling very apologetic. My eyes met Pam’s and for a split second, she wasn’t mine. She was someone’s daughter, someone’s friend going through a terrible time, a woman in a film about facing adversity.

I could only watch to see how the ending played out. Sit and watch. Pam went into labor within the hour. Two hours and nineteen minutes later, the doctor came out to tell us our daughter was dead—my little Junie. Pam was reassured that there was no reason why she wouldn’t make an astounding recovery, and we could try again within the year if we wanted.

As I looked up hazy-eyed, a thin grey blob moved out from behind the doctor. It circled around to come right in front of me. I rubbed my eyes, and it was gone. Stress. Pam was despondent for the next two days. On our second night at the hospital, she broke her silence.

‘You named her Junie. I like that.’ 

‘It fits.’ 

‘I knew she wouldn’t make it. Months ago. When I had the flu.’ Pam looked out the hospital window at nothing at all.

‘What do you mean? Did you tell your doctor?’ I had to take the anger out of my voice as I was hearing this distressing news for the first time. I mindfully softened my mouth.

‘No. She was healthy up until then. Up until the dreams started.’ 

I edged around the bed slowly, so as not to startle her. I wanted to rush her badly, crush her into me. Take all the sadness away.

Wearily, she turned her head toward me, and I had to nail myself to the floor to not react. Her lips matched her skin, and all the beautiful Highland green with the vibrant orange flecks had been pulled from her eyes and replaced with a filthy seafoam.

‘Pam, talk to me,’ I said. I grasped her hand and followed it up the wrist and watched her skin goose pimple at my touch. Icebox hands, she’d tell me, when I’d reach to hold her in the night. I instinctively apologized but she didn’t recoil this time. Just laid there, watching nothing.

‘He stands in the yard,’ she said.

‘Who?’ 

‘The man in my dream. Every time is the same. I start the seedlings in the shed. I water them and grab the flats to stick in the greenhouse. And he’s there.’ Pam straightened and sat up on one elbow. I reached out to steady her.

‘What did he look like?’ I asked.

‘Like nothing?’ 

‘Nothing?’ Pulling the anger out of my voice was getting harder.

Fuck’s sake, pull yourself together, man.

‘Like nothing, static, I don’t know. You could see through him, but he was darker somehow, like a shadow. Just standing there, like a liquid in the middle of the yard between the shed and the house. I would walk to the left, and he would move there too. Then I would go right, and he would move too. Just wouldn’t let me pass.’ 

‘That’s terrible.’ My mouth was horrifically dry, and that was all I could muster.

‘And then I’d wake up and I’d have this weird sort of haze at the corner of my eye and then I’d close my eyes, and it’d go away. Just like that. Every night.’ 

‘Like a grey blob?’ 

Her eyes widened in panic, and she turned her head quickly back to the hospital window and watched the light drops of rain that kissed the glass.

Sitting silently, I thought about how in the hell we would explain this to people. And then I thought, fuck ‘em, who cares. I thought about helping Pam break down the nursery. Or keeping it up and trying again. I thought about how many times we might go through this in the future. Keeping house for a baby that might never join it. I thought about Pam and her broken heart and seafoam eyes that looked like they were searching for something.

It would take another three hours for us to speak again.

Pam told me how the dreams escalated, this Fever Man of sorts would start playing a mocking game of shadowing her, chasing her, clutching her, and, as of last night, eating her. Then his shadow darkened and began to color itself until it was a fully physical man. With brute strength and missing eyes and a mouth wider than his head, adorned with a million nail-like teeth.

‘I’m going to take it away, he’d say.’ She sighed heavily. ‘I always thought he meant my life.’ Pam cried. She tightened her grip on my hand until her knuckles whitened.

It was sleeting now, and it made a slapping noise that agitated me; slapping me awake to notice that the world keeps turning even in death. Even in nightmares. Pam hadn’t eaten or drank since arriving. I’d gotten her to eat two ice chips in the night. Her temperature was slowly coming down, which relieved her nurse. Her goose pimples had gone away, and I watched her eyes grow heavy. And shut. And stay that way.

I allowed my head to hang, just for a bit. It didn’t take long for sleep to come. Twenty-six. The number of words my wife would speak to me that last day in the hospital. I wondered where her mind went, where it explored as she drifted off in the middle of sentences. Today, we would be leaving Valley Oaks Community Hospital’s Maternity Ward; the cordoned-off wing for mothers with extreme cases like preeclampsia or severe gestational diabetes or loss. The walls were a lovely shade of blue-grey, peaceful. I’d noticed the room was delicate, quaint, and with no sign of a baby animal or suggestion of a child anywhere. No bassinet corner or rattle border on the wall. Nothing to make you remember what you wouldn’t be carrying home. Thank Christ I hadn’t put the car seat in the Jeep yet. Pam stumbled a bit getting into the wheelchair and indignantly yelled at the attending nurse to get the hell out of the way. The nurse’s eyes shot down to the floor in an ‘it’s okay, I get it.’ But how could she?

My wife’s eyes, once the dreamiest damn shade of green, faded into the scratchy hue of a worn wooden fence. Cold. Pupils like pin dots. It occurred to me that I was not only leaving without our daughter in tow, but I was leaving behind a large piece of what sprung my partner to life as well, tangled somewhere within the cheap and cooling sheets of that hospital bed. She was defeated, ashamed, and angry. And it would take a good month for Pam’s eyes to come around to the green that I knew.

Pam and I decided to try once more in the Spring, but we did not. 

The winter drew in fast this year. We’d already been scraping ice off our cars since October, so sitting close together, reading while a fire roared, was our happy place over the months. The snow was beating harder than a whip that day. We’d kept the baby’s room the same. The unused ‘Baby’s First Christmas’ ornament still tucked neatly in the tissue paper on the right-hand side of the top dresser drawer. The room was a world untouched by prying eyes, eyes that gazed at the floor and met with mouths that twisted in an ‘it’s a shame’ gesture. Door closed.

Within this ‘cozy time,’ as Pam called it, we giggled as she circled inspirational outfits out of the Vicky’s Secret catalog. Lacy things weren’t usually her thing, but I wondered if she felt she needed them now. For what reason I’ll never know. She seemed hopeful and happy skimming and circling. I didn’t want to interrupt by saying that the old oversized purple t-shirt that hung off her shoulder still made me randy as all get out. When she volunteered for Camp Good Days and Special Times, they gave her a 3x volunteer t-shirt by mistake. But she wore it proudly anyway, and God did I love that.

But who can say that at a time like this? ‘Oh babe, just put on the shirt from the dying kids camp, that turns me on.’ Not hardly.

A sharp cough broke her laughter. She’d been looking a bit peaked in the last weeks, and she’d mentioned a tickle in her throat and a bit of congestion that came and went every New England winter since she’d been a child. Ethel, she called it, the first flu of the winter. She’d get two more before the last frost. This time Ethel sat rumbling in her chest like a thundercloud. She hacked turning red, gasping. She flung her legs out of the shared blanket and tried to stand, holding her arms above her head, she gazed at me, eyes wide, the green fading again. I clasped my hands around her waist and looked her deep in the eyes.

‘Slow, honey, slow.’ She gasped, followed by a controlled exhale, and wheezed slightly back in.

‘Good. Good. Now try to breathe deeply.’ Her eyes fell and sunk into her skull leaving a greyish ring behind. Her cheeks lost their rosy pink that bloomed within them as she circled.

‘I think,’ she wheezed, ‘I better lie down.’ 

‘Yeah, you’re not looking so tough, champ.’ She shot me an annoyed glance and then smiled weakly.

As if that was my cue, I picked her up gently and carried her into the bedroom we’d taken on the first floor. Pam couldn’t bear being across the room from an empty nursery, who could blame her, so I moved everything in an afternoon while Pam went shopping. Even grabbed that expensive bedding she had her heart set on. I could feel her eyes watching me as I lumbered slowly into the bedroom. Pam was a whip of a woman but leaning over a desk ten hours a day trying to find something worthwhile to write made my spine feel seventy at best. In that blended moment of her gaze meeting my cheek, me stepping over the threshold of the bedroom and side-glancing at her sad, sick face, a moment of terror struck me. Pam’s eyes widened more than I’d ever seen them. She stared straight into my office doorway and began to scream. Without as much as a glance in that direction, I began to scream too, and my knees almost buckled as Pam thrashed violently. It took all my strength to pull her up from falling clean to the floor. My back pinched.

‘What?!’ I found myself shouting through gritted teeth and felt the guilt wash over me.

‘Do you see it?!’ she panted.

‘See what?’ My eyes darted around.

‘The office! Look!’ I stared keenly, squinting my eyes like that could somehow help, having less line of vision. Nothing.

I hoisted her higher onto my chest and looked again. Nothing, until—

A scant outline of something holding firm within my office, something clear, faint. And then it moved to the right, out of sight, and we both screamed, terrified at what seemed to be the edge of a thick grey blob. I rushed into the bedroom, dropping Pam harder than I wanted to, and she shoo-ed me away, understanding. She pulled her knees into her chest, wheezing. I darted back into the hallway. Square with my office door.

‘Please, Jim, don’t! Come back!’ She coughed loudly, a bark. ‘Jim!’ 

You see it in movies, where the world turns out of focus behind the main actor in those tense, will they-won’t they situations that make you cling to your seat. Will he meet the killer head-on? Will he push at the moving curtain though there’s nothing there? Is the killer behind him? I stepped further into the hallway, four feet from the door. Almost begging it to come back into view. A small whistling noise pinged in my ears, slow and rhythmic at first, and then a tea kettle blast at once. It was Pam, hollering from the bedroom doorway, clinging to the frame.

‘Jim, please, come back!’ Her face was streaked with tears and the ruddiness had come back with a vengeance.

It wasn’t the best-case scenario for pumping the circulation back into a man’s ill wife’s face, but I’d take it. She was screaming because I’d carelessly ambled into the middle of my office. I ran out, darting my head back in to check out the space which, on deep ocular discovery, was empty. No outline, no blob, nothing but wooden paneling and those red and beige checkered curtains all country homes are supposed to own, no questions asked.

I rushed back to the bedroom and scrambled Pam toward the bed. Flinging the sheets back I tucked her in quickly and then sat. I was breathless, panting almost. Her eyes held so much confusion and horror. It had come back, this dream figure, this blob. I patted Pam’s head, damp and burning.

‘Oh babe, you’re burning up.’ 

She clutched my wrist tightly, pulling it into her.

‘You saw it?’ 

‘I did.’ 

‘He’s real. From my dream, but he’s real.’ 

‘I think we might have a ghost, maybe?’ I was as sure of my words as a bumbling American tourist. A ghost? What the hell was I saying? I couldn’t give her any comfort. I couldn’t tell her she was hallucinating; I couldn’t tell her she was just seeing things; she had a fever.

‘My God that’s it. Pam.’ 

‘What? What’s it? Jim, what?

‘You have a fever. It came the last time you had a fever.’ 

‘But I have nothing left for him to take. He took our daughter, took her right from us.’ Pam sobbed weakly, her wheezing breaking its hum. I clutched her tight to me and rocked her.

We sat in silence for almost an hour. Pulling back, I pushed the wet hair off her forehead and kissed it. Hot, still.

‘Make me a coma. One of those TheraFlu thingies.’ 

‘Oh, good idea.’ She looked drowsy and fought it with her flickering eyes.

As I headed to the kitchen, I couldn’t help but glance in the direction of my office. Nothing. I can’t remember how long I’d stared at the ‘Home Sweet Heaven’ wood-carved lumber piece that hung over the kitchen windows before the whistling jolted me so fast my mouth yelped an actual ‘Yarr!’ This time it was only the tea kettle squealing its highest soprano pitch. I dug around the old red bread box that houses various medicinal things like aspirin, several bottles of expired vitamins Pam and I always forgot to take regularly, unfinished prescriptions, and cold and flu meds. I poured the sickly lime-colored powder into the mug and shot a quick splash of hot water to mix first. Pam always said if you did it in one shot it got grainy and all yuck at the bottom. I listen well. I stirred the rest of the water in the mug when a pop startled me. It was quickly followed by a long hiss.

I crept out of the kitchen to a quiet hallway. Pam had stopped coughing. I stood at the bedroom door watching her and her low buzz of a snore. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something in my office doorway move. I darted left quickly, spilling the piping hot coma all over my hand and dropping the mug in a crash. ‘Fuck!’ I shouted, shaking my left hand viciously, watching the red skin bubble up. I shot over to Pam, still snoring except the snore had taken on a weird hum. Hum, buzz, hum, hum, hum, buzz, hum, hum. Then faster. Humbuzzhumhum, humbuzzhumhum. Faster still. As I listened, I began to realize she was laughing. In her dead sleep, laughing. Her lips curled sharply at the corners and the noise grew by decibels. The laugh was maniacal, rhythmic.

‘Pam? Pam, baby?’ I walked slowly backward, startled as my shoulders hit the opposite wall of the hallway. I let my vision drift back to the office doorway.

The blob had returned and structured itself to the loose shape of a man. Part of me wanted to laugh as his stance was a bit like Yosemite Sam, all bow-legged and hunched forward at the waist. But any thought of fleeting amusement ceased as I followed the figure upwards and caught its gaping hole of what could only be something of a mouth congested with thousands of razor-sharp teeth. The din of Pam’s laugh took over the room and spilled into the hallway. Her head had turned unnaturally towards me, and her eyes were wide and glassy. The dirty seafoam had been replaced with milky white sacs that seemed too large to fit in the spaces they’d been put. Her mouth hung painfully loose and screamed its humming buzzsaw of laughter as her body undulated under the covers. I winced at the pain she must have been in, in this fever dream, this Fever Man taking over us. I pushed off the wall, my hand stinging wildly from the pain and stepped toward the bedroom door.

‘Pam! Pam stop it!’ 

A bang filled the house. Most of the wall décor dropped off the living room walls near the office. The bedroom door slammed, and the laughing stopped. I reached for the doorknob but was stopped by the scorching heat of a mouth-shaped hole held by a man who was no longer loose-shaped but very, very solid, very, very real, and very, very close. A million prickles of teeth grazed my face like the ping of a hard Spring sleet. Something warm and wet trickled down my neck, first in slow, long droplets and then a steady stream. I tried to pull against the teeth, but they only ripped further into my neck. This thing, this man, was swallowing me whole. And I wasn’t fearful, you see, but quite the opposite. More forlorn, trusting. This monster pulled me further into him, easing me gently down whatever throat he may have. And all I could do was let him take me down, down, into the black. I thought of what Pam might think when she finally awoke. Would she see me lying there, drenched in some sort of grease or just see shards of a man put through the ringer? Presented like a regurgitated cat prize. Would she even wake up? Was she even my wife anymore?

A woman who not more than two hours ago sat grinning, circling pieces of inspiring lingerie for our next celebratory romp to prospective parenthood. Was she even alive? I sat in the black for what seemed like ages, or hours, I couldn’t be sure. Seated or standing or lying in the fetal position, I couldn’t be sure of that either. A complete absence of senses should have been sending me into panic, but I’d never felt more clarity and calmness in all my life.

I patted myself, feeling around for the usual things like my wallet, phone, and body. Nothing. Was I just two eyes peering into the abyss? A ghost in the house. Jim, you pathetic shitbag. What hit me then was my absolute uselessness to Pam. My lack of understanding, or help in a state of panic, of watching her carrying the weight of losing our daughter, just watching her suffer like a bystander at a wreck. Or not being able to get her a damn mug of coma without letting a monster tear us both apart.

***

I don’t remember feeling more alone. I don’t even remember waking up this morning or going to sleep last night. Is it all leaving me? I don’t remember seeing the world outside of my office window. Or driving home from the hospital. Or getting to the hospital, or getting Pam pregnant, or making love to Pam. I don’t remember meeting her family or her meeting mine. Our first date, our second date. Buying this house or talking to a realtor. Talking. Talking to anyone.

Surely I’m not losing my mind.

But here I stand within a blob beast that followed us home from the hospital I never went to or at least can’t remember even leaving. I can’t even think far enough back beyond the morning of the miscarriage. The miscarriage. Where it all truly began to go black.

***

A pinhole shot through the darkness and a small dot of light hit me. The hole became wider and wider still, and as the hole crept its way to a tunnel, a rush of tightness caught my chest.

A flutter tickled my abdomen; I was quite sure I’d pissed my shorts. I stared, blinking past the bright whiteness, feeling a sudden rush of pain and panic. Pam emerged from the bedroom, looking drowsy. She stopped suddenly at the puddle of coma, or ghastly spit from the Fever Man—perhaps a mix. She stumbled into the frame of the bedroom door and my body, or what was left, instinctively pulled towards her. But nothing. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t shout. Could she see me? Hear me? She traveled slowly into the kitchen and disappeared only to reappear looking forlorn. Her eyes searched the great room, her furrowed brow burdened with trouble. She finally set her eyes in my direction and fell slowly to her knees in tears.

Oh, my Pam. Pamela Denise Purdy. I love you. The way I love you right now is ten times more than yesterday. That awful song, I know. But please believe me. Please believe it’s true because I beg of you, it is. But I don’t remember even marrying you. Kissing your lips for the first time. I don’t remember you even leaving for that Camp Good Days event or even being without you one moment. I don’t remember. Why don’t I remember?
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