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Pain Killer
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They rolled me into the room and set me up by the window side. I passed a guy older than me in the next bed. Tan skin, mustache. Latino. A woman sat with him. Around his age. White? Could be Latina. Heavy hips and breasts. Wearing sweatpants and a sweater. Hair gray and brown hair pulled back into a tail. They stopped talking in Spanish and glanced at me. The man appeared embarrassed. The woman scowled. I knew little Spanish and the state I was in I had no plan to translate what they were saying. I smiled at them the best I could through the pain killers. The couple turned back to each other and continued their conversation in hushed tones.

As soon as the orderly positioned my bed, the nurse introduced himself as Donald and got to work on connecting me to the machines and IVs. A young Asian kid probably just out of nursing school. He focused on his job so hard that he said little until he finished. Seemed like a big deal and too much work for someone suffering a huge kidney stone blocking the flow of their urine. Then again, the extreme pain scared the hell out of me and brought me to the ER. I thought maybe my appendix burst but the ER doctor explained that my appendix was on the other side and higher up. 

So glad to be out of that ER. Not that they took poor care of me and were unkind. For the first few hours I waited for the doctor and scans, I was dying. The pain was so intense, I groaned constantly and swayed back and forth. I couldn’t lay down. Being horizontal increased the pain. Movement somehow eased it or at least distracted me from the twisting knife sensation. 

When they figured out what was definitely wrong with me and stuck that butterfly needle attached to a pouch of pain medication into my arm, I finally found relief. The pain dissolved. I was able to lay down, cuddle the sheet, and think straight. 

After Donald the nurse left, I called my wife at our apartment down the street. It was close to three AM when I woke her up. Our kids were still asleep. Luckily, I didn’t wake them as I dressed and walked to the hospital down the street. No way I was waiting for an ambulance.

She was worried about me, of course. She had never seen me in such agony. I was always the strong one with little medical problems. The worse I ever had in my life were respiratory infections and a broken foot. This time something attacked my organs. Fantasies blew up in my brain. Cancer? Heart attack? Ruptured organ? Alien? Endless possibilities of horror. I assured her I was fine for now and that I had a room. What was going to happen next, I couldn’t say until I saw the next doctor handling my case. Maybe a urologist. She promised to see me tomorrow morning.

“Should I bring the kids?” she asked.

We had a thirteen-year-old boy and a six-year-old girl. Did I want them here in the room to watch me suffer? To see their father hooked up to tubes and machines? I was sure I looked horrible.

“No,” I told her. “Not yet. Maybe later in the day after the doctor speaks to me.”

She agreed and we hung up.

I settled in the bed and looked around the room. The window hid in the indented the wall. No way to gaze out at the Hoboken and NYC skyline from this position. The whispering stopped on the other side of the curtain and footsteps left the room. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. My mind wandered and I realized something. 

Why did the guy next to me have a visitor at 3 AM at night?

**
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Sleeping turned out to be a chore. Donald woke me up soon after and checked my vitals and connections. I lay there like a dead man and floated between states of consciousness.

The room was still dark and only moonlight came through the window.

“Did I sleep through the day?” I asked him.

He smiled as he added his notes to the tablet.

“No,” he said. “Still the same night. Should be 6 AM soon and then I leave.”

I nodded and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, Donald was gone.

“Excuse me,” a gruff voice from the other side of the curtain said. 

The drugs must have been playing with my brain. Was God talking to me?

“Sorry. Are you sleeping?” he asked.

The guy in the next bed. I glanced at the dividing curtain. His overhead light shined through the material. Some flicker. Maybe his television was on. I made out his silhouette sitting up on the side of the bed.

“Not really,” I said.

“Me neither. I’m Carlos.”

“Hey, Carlos. I’m Mike.”

“What’re you in for?”

I chuckled. 

“I got a mambo jambo kidney stone,” I said.

“Oh, man,” he said. “I had stones a few times. Not fun. It must be huge if you can’t pass it and you’re here.”

“So they say. What about you? What they got you for?”

“I was hit by a car last night. Or was it the night before. Yeah, the night before. Anyway, I cracked my head on the street. Got a compact fracture in my skull and broke my arm.”

“Oh, my God. You sound pretty good.”

He laughed. It sounded like an old car engine buckling, a sure sign the engine needed work.

“I got killer headache and pain in my arm and some bruises but yeah, I feel okay. Gonna be here a while, though.”

“Did you almost die?”

“I think so.”

“The cops arrest the guy that hit you?”

“No. Not yet. Spoke to the detective this morning. Don’t think I was much help to him. It was on Kennedy Boulevard. Was crossing the street with the light. I looked one way and the car hit me the other way. Bam! I don’t know. Maybe they were turning down the other street. Some people saw it happen but they couldn’t make out the plate or the driver.”

“Man, you are one lucky guy to be alive. Sucks about the driver getting away,” I said. “Your wife must have been freaking out.”

At least, I assumed the woman I saw was his wife.

“Yeah,” he said. “She won’t even come to see me. She can’t handle seeing me like this. She was sobbing and praying on the phone. She needed the drugs more than me.”

I was going to ask him who that woman was last night but then stopped. I didn’t want to upset him or myself.

“So did they turn on your TV?” he asked.

My eyes so heavy, I closed them and groaned in response to his question. Then I fell asleep.

**
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The doctor showed up but she was not the urologist. A young woman with curly black hair named Doctor Ott who checked my vitals and asked me a lot of questions about my health not related to my stone. What diseases I had in the last ten years, any surgeries, mental illnesses. She assured me that the urologist was going to see me soon.

My wife came by later that morning after she got the kids off to school. All fragile smiles and kisses. She took off work for a few days to the displeasure of her bosses. Lucky her, she had two of them that agreed on nothing and tugged at both sides of my wife. She appreciated the few days off. As for me, I worked at home and was my own boss. The latest novel I was working on would be delayed but I could always catch up.

I shared my breakfast with her. Giving her the juice and muffin. I tried to eat some of the scrambled eggs but failed. Maybe because the IV filled my stomach. I sipped the coffee, hoping it would keep me up a while. My eyes were so damn heavy. 

She scoffed the muffin down, getting crumbs on her shirt.

“Hungry, huh?” I asked.

“No time to eat,” she said, covering her chewing mouth. 

I nodded. Getting the kids ready for school didn’t allow time for anything. Usually, I performed that duty and ate when they were gone.

“You want to grab something from downstairs?” Christ Hospital had a cafeteria but the food wasn’t so edible. DD was across the street and she could never pass up their bacon, egg, and cheese on a croissant. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll wait.”

She asked if I wanted anything.

“No,” I said pointing to my IV bags. “I got my lunch set up.”

She kissed me on the lips and promised to be right back.

“That your wife?” Carlos asked.

“Yeah.”

“She pretty. You’re a lucky man. My wife won’t come see me.”

“Thanks. That’s too bad, about your wife. Sorry to hear that.” 

I seemed to recall him mentioning his wife earlier. The last twelve hours were a blur. Information ran together like watercolor paint on paper.

“I’m hoping she come see me today,” he said. “Doc says I’m doing pretty good.”

“That’s great,” I rasp, fighting with my heavy eyes.

“Yeah,” he said. “It will be good if I can go home.”

Did he mean good if the doctor released him or that he had a home to return to after he was released? Instead of clarifying with him, I closed my eyes a moment, hoping to take the dry burn out of them.

When I opened them back up, my wife and Doctor Ott were on either side of my bed. Hamburger, fries, corn, and an apple juice cup on the tray. What happened to breakfast?

The doctor asked how I was doing and I broke the good news to her. I had no pain. But the sleepiness dragged me down.

“Sleep is good for your body right now,” she said. 

Ott told us that I was scheduled for surgery in the evening. 

“I slept through the urologist?” I asked. “He was here?”

“No,” she said. “He still hasn’t come in yet. But he will be here tonight to insert a stent.”
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