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IT WAS THE MIDDLE OF night.  Eddie was half asleep at the wheel.  His current chariot was a recent model Opel Astra, clearly marked Duce Security.  It was nobody's vehicle of choice, the company probably picked them up cheap in bulk from a car rental.  At least Eddie thought so.  They got most of their vehicles that way.  The company once got a good deal at a dealership, but those vehicles were even smaller and more spartan than the already small and spartan Astra.  The Astra already had over 80.000 kilometres on the clock, and was already emitting interesting noises.  All of the cars in the motor pool emitted funny noises.  Each had their own distinctive sound.  This one had singing rear bearings.  That was a harbinger of expensive repairs for sure.  At least the radio worked in this one.  The most important piece of the work-car, the radio.

Sue G's night show had already ended an hour ago.  That was what normally kept him awake during the nights, when things got boring.  Sue G was an eccentric radio personality that seemed to always refer to herself in the third person.  She spoke in a very soothing, husky voice that Eddie's friends told him helped them fall asleep.  Eddie thought her voice was sexy, and imagined she must be voluptuously built to match.  She had a very strange way of pronouncing many words, as if she had an accent, but if she had, it was none that Eddie could place.  He guessed she probably just lived in some random foreign country for a couple of years when she was young, and that had had an effect on her speech.  She pronounced her own name in such a way that Eddie thought it was "Sooji," and he had wondered how that had made it through the naming committee.  That was until he saw it on print in the programming table in the news paper.  It was Sue G something or other.  That she spoke most utter nonsense on-air just added to the effect.  But she also had a taste for very high-tempo music, which kept the pulse up.  She especially liked to play nineties techno, but had a soft spot for punk rock.  The faster the tempo the better.  Eddie imagined her head-banging to the Ramones in her studio late at night, flinging her long hair, which he imagined her having, all around.  This made her his saviour during the week days, while every other radio station insisted on playing soothing lullabies during the night.  Eddie, like many others often wondered why the hell is even wrong with radio DJ's, to even think such nonsense that people working at night ever want to hear music that will lull them into sleep.  It is like they have never heard of night shifts.

Eddie was driving along the freeway between Moor-town and Riverville, radio turned low.  The street lights emitted a soothing light which flickered monotonously as Eddie passed them.  It was just the dark outside and the soft light from the instrument panel inside; the gentle hiss of the radio, the soft purr of the engine, the calming din of the tires as they rolled over cold asphalt and the way the shadows uniformly passed over the dashboard in a soothing rhythm.

Eddie was on his way to his favourite diner, to see if the waitress he liked was around.  He felt warm as he found himself sitting before her in the diner.  The diner was empty but for the two of them.  It was well lit.  There is a particular feeling when one is inside a well lit room, and can see nothing but darkness outside.  The windows look black like there's nothing but an empty void outside.  It is almost like being in space.  She sat across from him.  She had long hair, a full figure, large eyes.  She leaned across the table, smiling amiably at him, her green eyes glowing fluorescent.  Eddie smiled back at her, and had a sip of his vodka.

"Do you want to dance?" she asked him, smiling.

"Sure," he said.  

It seemed as her eyes glowed like suns, its rays pierced his eyes, and this horrible trumpeting in his ears, droning louder and louder.

And when he opened his eyes he saw the truck.  Eddie jerked the wheel.  The truck passed, horns screaming.  He just barely missed it.  The car went into the median and spun out.  Eddie had his foot floored on the brake.  The car slid along the median until it came to halt, leaving weaving marks in the grass as it spun around itself.  Eddie just sat there for a moment, staring wide eyed at nothing in particular.  He could feel his heart pound against his ribs.  He could think of nothing other than those truck-headlights.  It took him a few breaths to realize that those were almost the last things he ever saw.  A few more breaths, and he started to look around.  The engine was off, but the electricity was on, so he had plenty of lights in the dashboard.  Nothing had been dislodged or detached.  Everything looked fine.  Except that he had somehow been driving on the wrong side of the road.  On the wrong side of the median even.  Which was deeply mysterious.  Wide awake now, heart pounding, feeling rather weightless and light headed, he took a deep breath before he turned the car on again.  He put it in gear and got on the road again.  The right side, this time.

It was still dark as Eddie stopped his car at the diner.  He took note that he actually approached a diner this time, and he very much appreciated finding a parking space.  A completely real, non imaginary parking space.  He took care to think about his every move, from turning off the engine, putting the parking brake on, removing the keys, opening the door... completely living in the moment.  Because the last time he had just sort of found himself inside the diner, Alzheimer-like.  

The diner looked different this time.  There were lights outside now, not just an overbearing darkness.  But as before there wasn't anybody there but him and the waitress.  But this time she was a middle aged woman with glasses.  She was friendly enough though, and smiled at him when she noticed him.  He sat down to wait for his morning cup of coffee.  The night had been boring, except for that one small incident.  That had been way too much of an incident for the whole week, he felt.  It had shaken him up, but he was awake now, thanks to it.  The cold breeze also helped to keep him awake.  It did this mainly by causing him constant, low level discomfort.  The waitress arrived with the coffee.

"Good morning Eddie.  Still working the night-shift?" she asked in a friendly tone.

"Yes.  And the day shift," Eddie said and grinned.  He looked quite pale and haggard, lending credibility to his words.

"Around the clock?  They let you do that?"

Eddie nodded.

"I didn't know that was legal.  Aren't you overworked?"

"I need to live."

"Not for long if you keep that up."

Eddie shrugged.

"When do you find time to sleep?" she asked rhetorically, and strolled away.

"Simple... I don't,"  Eddie answered to himself.  He raised to coffee cup to his mouth, and said, also to himself: "work is life," before he had a sip.  It burned, but was very refreshing.

Eddie felt clearer after his coffee.  He ordered another one to be on the safe side, and had a bite of Danish.  Sugar helps.  He allowed himself to calm down, slowly, slowly... slowly... slowww...  He suddenly woke up again with a start.  Must not sleep!  His heart was still beating too fast.  The coffee helped a little.  Eddie wondered for a second whether his heart rate was getting strange due to his lack of sleep rather than the latest shock.  The thought passed and was lost.

"Where's your partner?" the waitress asked as she came to collect the bill.

"He was laid off," Ed answered.

"Oh.  Sorry.  You work alone now?" asked the waitress.

"I meet the others at the station sometimes.  They have laid off the original crew," said Eddie and took a sip of his coffee.

"They did?  Why?"

"Caught them sleeping on the job," he said and grinned, "it's a hard job, it wears people down.  I have been meeting nothing but new guys now for a week.  Never the same guys for more than five days," he said, waving his cup of coffee for emphasis, "but that's okay, I'm told it is good for the mental health to meet new people."

One of Eddie's co-workers had told him before he quit that he always went to the maternity ward in the hospital once a week.  When asked why he did that, he said: "my doctor told me I should meet new people."  That had made Eddie groan.

"But it must be awful, not getting any sleep like that.  Bad for your health, it is.  Why don't you quit, and work some place where they let you sleep?"

"I can do this.  My holiday is up in two days.  I can sleep then.  I'll live.  Did you know that sleep isn't really necessary?"
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