Insomniac


I nudged the water on the shower up just a little bit.  Warmer is always better, I think.  Always better.  Scrubbing my body with the Lava soap, I tried my best to get rid of the last bit of stink and oil from work.  She always complains when there’s a little bit of grease left under my nails.


Connie was outside the bathroom, walking the baby in circles again.  She never seemed to stop crying, that child.  Colic, that’s what the doctors said, colic.  It seemed worse today, though.  Maybe she had another ear infection.  Or maybe that’s just the day’s stress getting to me.


“So, I’ll sing you to sleep, after the lovin’/ With a song I just wrote yesterday . . .” Our song.  Always seems to put the little one to sleep.  “Tommy, get done in there!  I can’t get the baby down, and you know she’ll only sleep when you sing to her.”


“I’ll be there in a minute!  Just let me get the last of this grease.”


It hit me fast and hard.  Like someone had just slammed something large and blunt against my brain.  White lights flashed in front of me.  Oh, God!  I tried to call out, but I couldn’t.  Everything came out a mumble, unintelligible, nothing like a scream.  I tumbled to the shower floor, water still hitting me hard in the face.  I reached up with my right hand to turn it off, but I couldn’t get the water to turn off.  The knob just wouldn’t turn.  That’s when I realized that my right hand hadn’t gone anywhere.  It was just hanging at my side.  My left worked, though.  I turned the water off and tried to scream again.  Still just mumbles.  Using my left hand, I started pounding on the wall as hard as I could.


“Tommy!  Are you finished quite yet?  I’m never going to get her down if you don’t stop that.”  I heard the door to the bathroom creak open, and I flung the shower curtain to the side.  “Oh, God!  Tommy!  What’s wrong?”  But I couldn’t answer her.  Damn it all to hell, I couldn’t answer my wife.  “Your face…  It…  I’m calling the ambulance.”  She left me there, in the shower.  I suppose it was for the best, though.  The faster the ambulance could get here, the faster I could get help.


I could hear her screaming into the phone, though.  “You don’t understand!  It can’t be just a stroke!  He’s only 25!”  A pause.  “It looks like half of his face is paralyzed and he can’t seem to talk.”  Another pause.  “Bring him in myself?  You’ll make an appointment, what are you people nuts?”  Were they not coming for me?  “How am I supposed to lift a 180 pound man into the car?”  Oh, God, they weren’t going to help me.  “Fuck military policy.  My husband needs help!”  Damn Navy!  They didn’t want to help me.  I heard a crash as the phone was slammed against the wall.


She came into the room, baby still in her arms.  “You wait right here, okay?  I’m going to put the baby in the car seat, and then we’re going to get you into the car.  You think you can walk?”  I tried to nod, indicate that I thought that I could walk with help.  I must have succeeded to some extent because she responded, “Good.”


The minutes it took to get the baby in the car stretched on forever.  I started to test out the limitations of my body.  The right half was gone.  That’s all there was to it.  I couldn’t change it.  I could move the left pretty freely, although it took a great deal of concentration.  I could make sounds, talk, but it was all murmurs and slurs.  With time, though, one could understand me.  It wasn’t so bad, really.  I just needed to get to the doctor to get it all fixed.  I could even learn to deal with it on a more permanent basis.


Oh, God.  Let there be a more permanent basis.


She walked back into the room, the little woman that she was.  Her hair had been blown around by the wind, but she was so beautiful.  Her deep, deep tan made her look very exotic, as though her roots were really in Hawaii, rather than Germany.  It hurt me so much to see the fear and the pain so evident in her eyes.  Tears tracked silently down her cheeks, her voice, somehow, never betraying her.


“Ok, Tommy.  We’ve got to get you into the car, ok?”  She leaned over, putting herself to my right, and started to lift with her legs.  Such a tiny thing, I don’t know where she found the strength.  But we managed.  She walked, and I drug my right leg behind us.  She put me into the back of the old yellow Pinto and slammed the door.


I noticed a slight tremor in her hands as she sat in front of me and started the car.


The baby fell asleep on the way to the hospital.  Car rides usually were one of the only ways to get her to sleep.


I heard the voices before anything else, soft and far away.  Words like aneurysm, pressure, blood, and brain damage.  I wondered what poor soul they were talking about.  I could smell the hospital around me, antiseptics and death.  


“Hi, Dad.”  Keith, my boy.  He was born mine, no matter what they said.  Another man may have been his father, but I was his Dad.  I turned to look at him and realized two things.  First of all, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t open my eyes.  Second of all, my head never moved.  Fear filled me, and I wanted to scream again.  Scream, cry, something.  Anything that involved motion.


“Mom’s out talking to the doctors, and Tami and the baby are with Auntie Theresa.  I made Ralph bring me.  I’m almost 14, and besides, you need me.  The doctors are using a lot of words like comatose.”  Comatose?  I knew at that moment who the poor soul really was.  “Mom says that you can’t talk to me, that you’re sleeping really, really deeply, and we can’t wake you up.  She told me to talk to you, that you can hear me inside, even if you can’t tell me.  They talk to me like I’m still a kid, but I understand what’s going on.  You’re not going to wake up, are you, Dad?”  He was crying.  I could tell by the way his voice trembled, got higher, with those last words.  I wanted to reach up, to hold him, to make it all better.  I never wanted to be the cause of pain in this family.


“Anyway, Mom said to talk to you, to tell you all about everything.  I think she wants me to say things like ‘I took exams today’ and ‘I’m looking forward to graduation this spring.’  You know.  Stupid stuff.”  A pause and a soft blowing of his nose.  “I don’t want to talk about stupid stuff.  I want you to wake up.  Don’t abandon us like Kelly did.  Mom needs you.  Tami and Boo need you.”  Another pause, another Kleenex.  “I need you, Dad.”


I heard the door open, soft footsteps on the floor.  Connie.


“Keith, do me a favor.  Run down to the cafeteria and get me something to eat.  Call Theresa first, though.  Let her know I’m ok.”  More footsteps, slow and uncertain, the door opening and closing.


“Tommy, it’s pretty bad.  They’re telling me that you probably hurt yourself at work and don’t even remember it, that there was a blood clot or something that hit your brain.  He said that it’s a lot like a stroke.  That you’re in a coma now.  That we’ll probably never get you back.  I don’t believe that though.  You’re strong, and you promised me that you’d never leave.  So, you’re going to wake up soon, ok?”  Soft tears.  She never cried.  I told her that I’d take her away from crying.  I promised that I’d take it away.


“And I got an A on my English test, and you know how hard that is for me!  I hate English!  But, the teacher says that I’m getting a lot better at it.  I sure couldn’t get any worser!  Anyway, Keithy got in trouble yesterday because he didn’t go to school.  He didn’t tell Mom, either.  She was so mad at him.  They’re being extra nice to us at school, cuz they all know about the accident.  I talked to Gramma yesterday, and she said that it snowed!  Can you believe it?  Snow in March?  I’m so glad we moved here!  I do miss the snow sometimes, and Gramma and Grampa, but the beach is so nice!  I like it here.  It’s only like 3 months until summer break!  Can you believe it? You have to get better by then, ok?  Mom’s so sad that she doesn’t like to take us anywhere, but I don’t want to miss out on the summer beach time.  And Boo doesn’t sleep anymore.  Mom sings the song all of the time, but she just never sleeps.  All she does is cry.  Both of them.”  A slight tremor in the child-voice.  I could hear the innocence falling off of her as her visits progressed.  “I miss you, Daddy.”


“So, they’re moving us back to Saint Louis.  They say it’s because we have family there, but I think they just don’t want to have to pay for us to be here anymore.  Kini and Theresa are packing everything up.  They take care of the kids, too, you know.  I don’t want to be somewhere else when you wake up.  I love you, Tommy.”


“The plane ride was kinda cool, I guess.  It was a lot different than when we first came out though.  Tami was scared again; only Mom couldn’t calm her down like you could.  And the baby cried.  I had to miss graduation.  It’s not a big deal, though.  There are other graduations.  And, besides, it wouldn’t have been very special without you there.  I guess it’s ok staying with Gramma.  Grampa’s back in the hospital, so the house isn’t as crowded.  I don’t like sharing a bedroom with Tami though.  She always wants me to play.  I don’t really want to.  We’re getting used to not having you around again.  That’s ok, I guess.  The doctors say that you can’t hear us, that we should stop coming, that we’re just waiting for you to die.  I don’t know what to think.  I want you back, but the waiting is hard.”  My darling boy was growing up too fast.


“You have to wake up now, Dad.  We need you.  Mom only leaves when we want to be alone with you.  The baby’s still crying all of the time.  Keithy doesn’t smile anymore, either.  He acts all serious and grown-up.  He keeps saying things like, ‘I’m the man of the house now!’ and saying hows he’s gotta get a job cuz we need the money.  And Grampa’s still in the hospital.  I just know you’re going to get better soon.”


“They finally let Dad out of the hospital today.  Well, let isn’t exactly the right term.  I was coming over here yesterday morning, and I saw him walking on the bridge, trying to get back home.  He had gotten out again.  But they say he’s clean now and can come home.  I don’t care how clean he is.  He’s still not right in the head.  But he loves us, and he’s going to go back to work, which’ll make it easier.  He wants to come see you, says he has a few things to say.  Maybe he’ll beat you into waking up . . .”


“So I’ll sing you to sleep . . .” The song again.  “Why won’t you sleep, Boo Bear?  Why won’t you sleep?  Daddy’s right here, see?  See him?  Damn you child!  Why won’t you just go to sleep?”  Anger in her voice.  God, Connie, don’t hurt the baby.  Please don’t hurt the baby.  “You make her sleep, Tommy, damn you, you make her sleep!”  She thrust the baby at me, and all of a sudden, we both noticed that I was looking at her.


“Nurse!  His eyes are open!”  She rushed to me.  I reached out to her, but I still couldn’t move.  I couldn’t move, but I could see.  I could see her.



She looked awful, too.  She was even more underweight than before, her cheeks and eyes sunken into her face.  I think she’d aged 5 years in the last . . . How long had it been?  February to when?  I remembered Keith mentioning the fireworks.  It must have been at least late July.


“Tommy, can you hear me?”  I still couldn’t talk, though.  “You can’t talk, can you?  That’s ok.  You can blink for me.  Once for yes, twice for no.  Ok?”  


Yes.


“Can you see me ok?”


Yes.


“Do you know what happened?”


Yes.  No.  Yes.


“You aren’t sure?  You had an aneurysm.  There was a lot of pressure built up in your brain, and you’ve been in a coma.”


Yes.


“Oh, God, Tommy, it’s all going to be ok now, right?”


Yes.


“Oh, God, we love you.”


Yes.


“Do you want to see the kids?”


Yes.


“They’re going to be so happy.  But, the doctor wants to talk to you now.  I’m sure he can give you all kinds of technical details about what’s going on.  I love you.”


Yes.


“So, we had to move out of Mom’s house.  It was just getting too hard, too crowded.”


Yes.


“But, I found a nice place.  It’s just down the street.  The yard is so big!  And Dad helped build it years ago.  Keith is making his bedroom in the basement, but the baby has her own room, and Tami’s even has it’s own bathroom.”


Yes.


“It’s all going to be alright now.  We moved what we had left in yesterday.  What the military didn’t lose.  It’s just missing things, though.  We’re all going to be back together soon.”


Yes.


“Especially now.  I can’t believe you can squeeze my hand again.”


Yes.


“They keep telling me to not get too hopeful, but I can’t help it.  We can’t wait for you to come home.  I think Keith even smiled yesterday.  Not a full recovery, probably, but that doesn’t matter, as long as we have you back.”


Yes.


“Anyway, Keith’s going to be 14 in a few days.  Can you believe he’s getting so old!  Or rather that we’re getting so old.”


No.


“The nurses suggested that I go get some gifts.  I haven’t left in awhile, but I think I’m going to go.  I can get him something from both of us.”


Yes.


“Do you mind that I’m going to leave?”


No.


“I’ll be back soon, I promise.”


Yes.


“You get some rest.”  Rest?  That’s all I’d done for the last 6 months.


Nurse Angela was back in the room.  I knew her before by her step, heavy, like the world sat upon her shoulders.  Now, I can see that it’s more like she had swallowed a world of cakes and ice cream.  She was so large that her white uniform strained in places I didn’t know you could get fat.  And I had been huge when I was younger.


“Everyone’s gone now, Tom.”


Yes.


“It’s time for you to rest.”


No.


“Yes.  You need to rest up for your family.”  She approaches me a little hesitantly, checking the IV’s with care.  “Yes, you need to rest.  Let me get this for you.”  She reaches below me for my pillow and starts to fluff it.  When she looks at me, I’m scared.


At first it’s warm, comfortable, and almost familiar.  But, it keeps getting harder to breathe.  As the world goes black once more, I think that the baby might never sleep again.
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