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The Wound

“Aw man.  Joe, what’d you do that for?  Huh?”


Joe carefully slid the small kitchen cutlery from out his abdomen, out of his shirt, and dropped it on the floor.  The knife was half-covered with blood.  He expected it to be dripping, just like on TV, but it wasn’t. And yes, the carpet was ruined.  

Here it goes again.  His wife had her hip jutted out, standing in the doorway, her head hung down and angled with utmost precision, optimized so the correct amount of hair would dangle before her eyes, perfect for an episode of effective scorn.  She may as well have been a specter there, a haunting and orbiting figure appropriately draped in a worn nightgown, her voice wailing in the darkened room.


“Do you know how hard that is to get out of the carpet?”


He looked down at his shirt, which sported a mild stream of blood from halfway down his chest, dripping regularly on the ground.


She sighed.  Wind through a tunnel. And some traffic. “You should get some help.” Agreed.


Joe chuckled.  Shamefully.  Maybe.  “May I borrow the car?”


“Hummmm.  If you change your clothes.  Especially your shirt.  And wash your hands, for God’s sake.”


Joe labored to reach for his collar, beginning to pull the t-shirt over his head.


“Oh,” she flinched, “Not in front of me! Jesus, I don’t need to see that.” He pulled his shirt back down.  Grabbing a black t-shirt from the closet, he scooted his way toward the occupied doorway, his wife, the sentry, granting him reluctant access to the hall.  He turned sideways, his back to her.  He didn’t touch her but he felt her lean forward just a bit and sniff at his back.


“Aw.  Wretched—did  you shower this morning?”

“No.”


“Ugh.”


The hallway was dark.  He argued with himself about turning the hallway light on, but decided against it, understanding that each flip of the switch took a toll on the electric bill.  Grace had gone over this one several times.


Into the bathroom, door shut.  He had to flip on that light to look in the mirror, for crying out loud.  The gritty whir of the ventilation fan startled him, causing him to take a deep breath and invite a searing pain to fire through his chest.  “Ow!”


Grace squawked from down the hallway about turning the light back off, but he pretended the fan was too loud to hear anything.


He stared at himself in the mirror.  Thirty-one.  He repeated his age under his breath, watching his lips form the syllables carefully. He removed his shirt, exposing the knife wound.  It wasn’t that bad.  It was maybe an inch wide.  He smiled at himself in the mirror reassuringly.  What a stupid idea, trying to kill yourself.  He grabbed some toilet paper and soaked it under the faucet and cleaned up what he could, careful not to touch the cut and encourage further bleeding.  It was dribbling pretty good, though. There was no more gauze in the cabinet.  Figures. So he pulled another hearty handful of toilet paper off of the roll, bunched it up and placed it on his belly.  It stuck, conveniently, but began to saturate with blood rapidly.  Joe wanted to cough, but feared further rupturing.  There wasn’t any tape in the bathroom either, so he exited and made his way to the garage.  Pulling apart the duct tape was difficult, but he got it off, ripped it into two uneven shreds, and adhered them to the makeshift gauze.  Satisfied with his work, he made his way to the kitchen.


Grace was already there, already taking communion in her favorite glass.


“Grace, it’s only ten o’clock.”


She didn’t hesitate.  She peered at him as she gulped down her portion of wine, and fluidly poured a second glass.  He didn’t feel the need to argue about this matter.


So he left, escaped, making sure the door was securely shut behind him.  The concrete stairwell seemed longer today.  At the bottom step, he realized he’d forgotten the keys.


“Screw it, I’ll walk.”


He headed down Detroit Avenue to Monument, and just down the street he located a breakfast spot on the corner of Oak Grove Road.  He made his way through a small gauntlet of elderly folks swaying in the wind just outside the doorway.  A few of them seemed to be approaching the entrance, and Joe made an effort to hold the door open for them.  They were either taking too long or would have rather stayed planted outside.


The restaurant was speckled generously with white-haired ladies and gents.  The host was apparently absent or preoccupied, so Joe took the liberty to seat himself.  His abdomen was beginning to burn.  He imagined his intestines resting under the wound, perhaps inflamed or ripped apart themselves.  He decided he wouldn’t be having eggs, or ketchup, for any reason.


A young waitress spotted him mid-stride, half smiling and pulling out her pad at the same time.  She looked around the restaurant quickly, then proceeded to greet Joe. “Good morning, sir.” She didn’t notice he didn’t have a menu.  “I’m Michelle, I’ll be your server today.  Can I get you started with something to drink?” She must’ve rehearsed that line a few times.  She says this while pulling a dangling strand of black hair behind her ear.


“No I think I just want some food.” He tried to say this without grimacing.  But he did, and he apologized.


A wave of counterfeit compassion overcame her face, recognizing Joe’s genuine discomfort.  “Is everything alright, sir?”


“Hm, not really.” He ducked his head. “My wife left me.”


“Aw, I’m so sorry.” She patted Joe’s shoulder, almost like patting a dog after fetching the stick.  Good boy.


“I’m really hungry.  Some flapjacks would be nice.”


“Would you like to try our Sunrise breakfast?”


“No.  Just two… er, three flapjacks.  Please.”


She nodded.  “Ok.” She scribbled on her pad, then said thanks and mechanically reached at the table for the non-existent menu, giggled nervously, then pivoted around toward the kitchen.  She vanished for a good five minutes.


Joe hunched over in the booth, placing his forehead on the table.  He noticed he was perspiring a bit, and he drooled on the table intentionally and noticed a trace of blood in his saliva.  Eating probably wasn’t a good idea.


Composing himself, he leaned out of the booth carefully and stood, then inconspicuously paced out the door.  He spotted the waitress outside smoking a cigarette.  She was still wearing her apron.  She didn’t recognize him.  Probably not.  She had her arms crossed and seemed to be tapping her foot nervously.


Joe glanced at her chest to find a nametag, but she didn’t find one.  She had probably taken it off.  He didn’t want to keep searching, fearing he would appear to be staring at her breasts.  He settled for calling her miss.


“Excuse me, miss?” he said this while she was in the middle of taking a drag.


“Yeah?” A wisp of smoke looped from her lips as she said it; she proceeded to turn her head away and loose a stream of smoke over her shoulder, just to be polite.


“Are there any churches around here?”


“Huh?”

“Are there any churches—”


“Yeah.  There’s this pretty big one near my apartment, about a block from here.  It’s just down the street.”


“Where’s that?”


“Just down here.” She pointed with two fingers.  “It’s down Oak Grove here, and you just go left onto Sierra.  Are you religious or something?”


“Not really.”


“Oh.”


“Well, thank you.” He lowered his head, examining the wound in his abdomen briefly.  Some blood had soaked into the belt area of his pants.  Did the bleeding stop?


“Hey, do you have a boyfriend?”


She shook her head, making her dark ponytail wiggle.  She squinted at Joe inquisitively, lips parted slightly, then sucked on her cigarette, blew smoke into the air, just like she’d seen it in a movie and practiced it in the mirror as a teen or something.


“What time do you get off work?”


“About two.”


“Could I come over, maybe, after church?”


“No.”


“What?”


“I said no.” She shifted her legs a little bit closer together to emphasize her resolute answer, or perhaps to guard her chastity right there in front of the restaurant.


Joe sulked there, in a mildly dramatic fashion, but he was more concerned with hiding the growing blotch of blood on his abdomen with this procedure.  He coughed, careful not to cough too hard.  “Thank you.”


She nodded in response, looking away from him immediately after. Ignoring him.


His journey down Oak Grove was a laborious one, but somehow the solitude he experienced was refreshing.  Joe began noting things like the shape of the blackened gum on the sidewalk, the steady sojourn of the clouds, costing across the sky without even thinking twice about stopping to observe Joe’s personal tragic story.  This is when the wheezing began – just as he recognized this – and he groaned out loud.  No one was around to hear it.


He located the church just as the service had ended.  He quickly found himself faced with a billowing of affluent-looking church-goers from the tall swinging doors.  Joe was quite visible to these people, and he figured they must have recognized him as a local janitor, humbly pacing about the front courtyard and upkeeping this pristine structure.  A few beaming couples, clad with travel mugs and khaki apparel, granted Joe a sidelong glance and probably thought nothing of his current livelihood.  

He felt dizzy in the sunlight, in the presence of the sharp white church building, and this was further heightened by the swirling conversation in the courtyard.  The blood in his throat was beginning to rise; he swallowed hard, sensing the coagulated blood push down his esophagus.  The result of this action was an agonizing throbbing in his stomach, and this intensified every time he took a deep breath – there was no doubt that the knife had penetrated his stomach somewhere.  He wasn’t much of an anatomy guy, but he could feel a great deal of pressure, similar to extreme bloating, swimming just under his ribs, right above the knife wound.  A nauseous feeling hurried into his chest, neck; he detoured around the corner of the building and let loose a cascade of blood and last night’s partially digested pizza into some bushes.  After letting some of the contents of his vomit drain from his sinuses and nose, he carefully wiped the remnants from his mouth with his t-shirt.  He decided to stay over here a while, shivering in the shade, until much of the crowd had dissipated.

When the coast was clear, he sauntered as casually as possible into the church building.  He groggily searched around the room for someone that looked important.  There were a few guys with some brooms, and one guy with a trash bag. The rows of chairs resembled car seats, new cars, maximized for comfort, facing the oversized stage like the pastor had been the conductor of an amazing ride.  Joe walked between these chairs, down the aisle and toward the stage.  The same dizzy spell he experienced outside pushed at his forehead, now intensified, an extremely violent shove at his temples.  Joe felt his knees lose their composure, cast themselves outward and lunge at the ground; the rest of his body followed suit.  His hands braced his fall, barely.

On his knees, his back arched heavenward in the aisle, Joe realized that he might die.  The actuality of the situation confounded him; he breathed heavily, holding back a lump in his throat to the best of his ability.  He sat there like this while a state of subconsciousness overcame him.

Joe hardly heard the footsteps resonate in the nearly vacant room, growing louder as he approached him from behind.  The man kneeled down and placed a hand on Joe, which he definitely felt.  Joe froze, and the man hunched over closer to Joe’s head and began to murmur.  A prayer.  As Joe bled there, this man prayed.  He prayed a generalized prayer, addressing this God that Joe didn’t see, but Joe dared not look up, believing that perhaps the Lord Himself were standing right there in front of him with a guilty glare cast down upon him. He chose not to speak, for the same reason. Reverence, right?

When the man finished praying, he rubbed Joe’s back and graced him with a stock “God bless you, son,” then promptly walked off. The manner of which he said it caused Joe to believe that perhaps the man was a pastor, commending him and further blessing him for his act of worship in the sanctuary.  The man he was looking for, for help.  Discouraged by this circumstance, he choked on a couple of truncated sobs, then let the swirling dizziness cast over his consciousness and send him into a slumber.


Joe was awakened, feeling his toes dragging across the ground, a tugging under his arms, a grasp around his chest.


“Holy crap, Phil, help me with the door.”


The brightness caused Joe to squint hard.  His body suddenly convulsed uncontrollably, his lips quivered, dry.  Very dry.  He choked and coughed, felt and tasted the blood dribble down his lower lip, his chin.  The nausea overwhelmed him.  The vomit bulged in his throat, into his cheeks, and sputtered from his lips like a bad spigot, down his chest.  His consciousness faded again briefly, then he felt himself placed into a vehicle, a truck, on a soft seat.  The 90 degree angle he sat in was uncomfortable, so he wriggled into a slouch. The vehicle started, a radio tune reverberated in his head.  

“Hold on, bro, you’ll be fine,” a shaky voice uttered.  A lurch forward; more vomit, plenty of it.  Joe blubbered a few incoherent phrases, attempting to express the overwhelming fear and desperation coursing through his mind, and then decided to concentrate on staying still, minimizing the pain.  He felt something metallic under him, maybe a hammer.  He writhed again, choked, then sat still, sleeping.  And gone.

Again, coming to.  On a stretcher, cast down a hospital hallway.  Five nurses, all speaking at once in urgent tones.  Gasping now, a mask over his face.  He made an effort to breathe, unsuccessful.  He felt his lungs burn, swim in his chest.  A glance up; a veiled face, wide-eyed, peering down in slow motion.  Joe saw him blink.  Another sleep washed over him.

Joe woke up in the hospital, and the whole scene unfolded with Joe making a moderately smooth recovery over the course of a week or two.  He found out just before he left that it was a maintenance guy that found him in the aisle of the church building and rushed him to the hospital.  The scar on Joe’s abdomen is a constant reminder of the maintenance person’s recognition of the wound, at the critical moment.

