STILL LIFE

By Eric Juneau


The apartment was cold to the touch on the skin, like a house basement.  But heat costs money.


But then, there was little of the apartment to heat.  Adam thouhgt that landlords required heat in the apartment but for some reason that wasn't the case here.  Except for the trash on the floor the place looked like it was ready to sell, though who would want it was another matter.  No furniture or coffee tables or lamps were distributed spatially around the living area, because all those cost money.  No rugs, no paintings, not even a welcome mat.  Instead, the garbage layering the floor kept the apartment from appearing more spacious than it really was.  Yellow, blue, and white fast food wrappers, paper plates, wadded up towels, clothes, half-eaten candy bars with bits of chocolate clinging to the side of the wrapper, paper bags, cigarette packs, carpet stains left to fester because water and stain lifter cost money.  Only two real household elements lay in this mini-wasteland – a TV set on the floor with a 'rabbit ears' antenna and a dial tuner, currently displaying lines of dim staticky snow, and a card table in the middle of the room with three chairs around it, one collapsed on the floor.  Adam touched his fingers to the slate gray walls.  His fingertips came off black, coated with the new layer of grime added to the one left by the previous tenants.  


The kitchen looked like it had suffered the same fate.  A vicious burn scar was left on the wall above the oven.  Two cabinet doors were opened, two were falling off their hinges, the rest were simply missing from the whole scene.  Adam stopped to think about where they actually could have gone.  Probably the dumpster.  Then he thought of what incident could have occurred to force those doors off their hinges.  He could come up with no answer and sighed.  


Treading carefully became a pointless goal, as Adam resorted simply to kicking aside the garbage to make room for himself in the entryway.  The light switch was next to him and he flicked it on – nothing.  Light bulbs cost money.  Electricity costs money.  


The only other room in the apartment was the bedroom, located directly to his left.  They call them hovels for a reason.  In here, the debris scattered on the floor was not as heavy, just some paper and a few needles, and a mattress in a corner.  A frame would be expensive and at its base, unnecessary.  No sheets, no pillow, just a tattered flannel blanket, ripped along the edges where the satin lining once was, probably recovered from a dumpster.  Maybe the same dumpster as that discolored mattress.  Justin lay under that blanket, curled up into a fetal position.  The needle was still in his arm.  


Adam plucked it out like a feather.  If Justin felt it, he made no response.  The needle left a little purple dot on the inside of his elbow, one of many, like freckles on the clammy gray skin.  Adam put two fingers on Justin's neck to see if he was still alive.  He could feel the breaths escaping though his airway like a wind tunnel, but not very strongly.  Shallow and jagged, spasmic.  Adam reached to shake him awake, but then wondered whether that would be a good thing to do, the shock might kill him.  How was he supposed to know, he wasn't a doctor.  He couldn't apply CPR if he needed to.  He didn’t know whether or not to elevate the legs or get a cold compress or any of the things that everyone seems to know how to do on TV.  Instead, Adam just watched Justin.  Watched him like a mother would look over her sleeping child.  And prayed that nothing happened, absolutely nothing other than what was happening right now to Justin got any worse.  He prayed for no convulsions, no vomiting, no bleeding.  There really wasn't anything else he could do.  It was all he'd ever done.  Just stand there and watch him, look after him, watch him as he slowly destroyed himself.  Watch him age ten years in four months.  Watch him go from a muscular 180 to a lean 130.  If he was in front of a moving car or drowning or choking, he could have saved him.  But how do you save someone from himself?  


Justin twitched.  


The rush is immediate, man.  Like from the time you push the plunger down, you are high.  It's like one of those sunny days when you just lay on the couch and the sun is on you and you're so warm.  You're like a cat, kinda, just a warm fuzzy cat lying in the sun.  


Is it like in Trainspotting?


Trainspotting was just a mindfuck of a movie.  It's not mindblowing like that.  It's just the same as weed or whatever.  It's like a wash of complete apathy.  Nothing bothers you anymore.  Even the syringe tries to laugh at you, make fun of you.  But it can't.  You're invincible.  You're in an armored truck.  I call it the Shadow of Reality.  


How much of your last paycheck did it take for you to reach the Shadow of Reality?


Ah ha ha, not that much.  Hell, last weekend it was a birthday present from Tommy.  And everyone watches out for each other.  If someone needs to throw up we take 'em to the bathroom.  If they need to lie down, we put 'em on one of our beds.  And only one time has someone OD'd.  And we had the most sober of us drive him to the hospital.


Do you share needles?


... No!  Absolutely not.  We always use clean ones.


I'm asking you seriously, Justin.  Do you share needles?  Because if you are then you're fucking up my blood too.  


Calm down.  I swear to you – I have never shared a needle.  Some of the other ones do, but I don't.  I don't want to get anything as much as you.

Someone outside knocked on the open door, awaking Adam from his trance.  The entire scene had reduced him into something like a vegetable state of mind, but the sharp rapping jolted him out of his reverie of nothingness.  Adam got up off the folding chair, his muscles sore from not having moved for whatever amount of time.  Jennifer was standing in the doorway, eyes rolling around from ceiling to floor of the apartment, mouth gaping open.  It reminded Adam that she hadn't seen Justin for a while.  


"What happened here-"


Adam didn't stop walking until he practically ran into her and hugged her tightly, burying his face in her shoulder, silencing her.  Jennifer, initially startled, understood and returned the hug just as tight. "Shhh... it's okay," she said in a soothing tone.  "Is he really bad?"


"I don't know," was all he could manage.  His ghostly eyes blankly stared ahead, relaxed and unfettered, targeting the bottom of the doorframe.  


"Come on.  Let's go see."  Jennifer turned him around and gently pushed him walking into the bedroom with her.  He still clung very tightly to her, and she put her arm around his shoulder.  Justin hadn't moved at all, not even in the same world.  Adam released his grip on Jennifer as she bent down to check his pulse.


"He's still alive," Adam said.  "I didn't want to move him at all."


Jennifer nodded.  Adam believed she was just as clueless in OD caretaking as he was.  "Okay.  Let's take him down in my car," Jennifer said.


"Is he going to be all right?" Adam said, his arms hugging his chest, eyes red and brimming with tears..


"I don't know.  We have to get him to a hospital.  Shouldn't we call an ambulance?"


"Justin said that ambulances don't come in this neigborhood."


"That's ridiculous.  They have to come everywhere."


"That's why I called you instead."


Jennifer looked at Adam.  "Fine."


Adam felt a sudden pain of guilt, like he had forced her into a bad decision.  Jennifer lifted Justin's limp arm over her shoulder.  A little voice in Adam's conscious told him to get back to reality and help too.  Together with Justin between them they half-carried, half-dragged him out the bedroom and into the hallway.  Jennifer shut the down behind her.  Adam was nervous as they approached the stairwell, afraid that the jostling of the sharp steps and gravity would maybe hurt Justin's delicate internal structure.  But it could hardly be avoided.  Adam just had to hope that Justin was hardier than that.  Even though maybe he wasn’t, if he had to resort to this in order to make his life bearable.  


Down on the street, the two took him to Jennifer's light brown sedan.  Jennifer opened the door with one hand and they shifted him into the back seat.  The other two got in and she started driving to the hospital.


"How far is it?" Adam asked.


"Probably twenty minutes."


He glanced back at Justin, still as a painting.  The car went over a bump in the road and Adam's fear spiked as he worried about the condition of Justin's body.  He turned around and saw they were stopped at a red light, an obstacle in their path.  


"Do you think I did the right thing?"


Jennifer glanced away from the windshield for a second.  "Yes, of course you did.  Don't ever think you didn't."  Her tone was firm and stern.  She didn’t want Adam to hold any doubt that her statement wasn't true, because she knew it was going to be difficult to convince him of that.  


"I know.  But when he finds out, he's gonna kill me."  If he finds out, Adam silently added to his thought.


"You couldn't just let him die."


Adam sighed, thinking.  "Maybe that was what he wanted."


"No, it wasn't.  It was just what he thought he did."  They passed by an elementary school and Adam noticed a bike rack loaded with various bikes of different colors and sizes.  


Jennifer said, "Do you remember when we were in grade school and Julia Fenimore pushed me down, so you tackled her?"


Adam remembered.  It was in the dirt field next to the playground.  "Yeah."


"See?  It's in your nature to protect people, to help people.  No matter what, they're grateful, even if they don't show it."


"Uh-huh."


"We've been friends a long time.  You know I'm not BS'ing you to make you feel better."


Adam had nothing to say.


Okay, okay, Justin?  


What?


Put in 2 tablespoons of margarine.


Where is it?


Is it in the fridgerator?


Wait, I've got it.  How many cups of apples does it say?  


Six.


How many do we have so far?


Uh... four?


Are you not sure?


Er, I think I lost count.  


It looks like four.  


Wait, hang on, I'll just measure out... okay, we have four.  We gonna probably need two more apples though.  


Okay, I'll peel some more... Ouch.


What?


I cut myself.  Dammit.


Here let me see.


No, it's fine.


No, let me see.


Ow, ow, ow.  No.  


Give me your damn hand, you baby.  


Owie, owie, owie, owie.  


It's fine.  I'll run it under some cold water.  See?  You don't even need a band-aid.


I hate the sight of blood.


I know.

When they got to the hospital, neither of them was sure what to do with him.  They talked to the woman at the emergency room help desk.  A doctor in a white lab coat and orderlies came and put Justin on a stretcher and told them they were taking him up to second floor.  Adam had heard horror stories of people with things like stab wounds and gunshot wounds having to wait in the emergency room until someone could take care of them.  Early in the morning was a good time to have a medical emergency, Adam judged.


When the doctor was done overseeing Justin's carrying off, he approached them.  "Are you his... family?"


Adam shook his head.  "Not... exactly."


"Friends," Jennifer clarified.


"Do you know how long he's been on heroin?"


"About six months."



"Six months?!" Jennifer exclaimed.  


"Is he going to be all right?" Adam asked, purposefully ignoring Jennifer's implicit plea for more information.


"We're stabilizing him for now, but from the look of it I'm afraid it's very bad, if he's been using this long.  It's very addictive and dangerous.  When he stops using it, he's going to go through withdrawal.  And the worse the drug, the worse the withdrawal."


"What's going to happen to him?"


"Cramps, nausea, chills, panic attacks, tremors, maybe hallucinations."


"All that?"


"Yes.  But if he makes it through the next week, there'll be a good chance he can make it."


"What, you mean alive?"


The doctor nodded.  "Yes, I'm afraid so."


"Okay," Adam mumbled.


"You should be very glad you got him in here when you did."


Adam turned around and slumped over to the bench next to the elevator door.  To no one in particular he said, "But I could've gotten him here a lot sooner."  He sat down on the bench with his head in his hands, running his fingers through his hair.


The doctor opened his mouth to say something.  Jennifer interrupted.  "Don't worry, I'll stay with him."  The doctor nodded.  "There's going to be some paperwork for you to fill out.  I'll send someone over with it later."  


Jennifer sat beside Adam.


He looked down at the floor. "Thanks for doing this by the way," he said.


"You're welcome."  


But Higgins is such an asshole.


That's exactly the point.  She goes back to him like it was nothing.  She knows that he's not going to change, but she still goes back to him.  It's like on Cops all the time.  



Ha ha ha.  But she should have gone with Freddie.  Freddie was nice to her.


Did you not hear the song, Justin?  Freddie was nice to her, sure, but he was boring.  He just talked.  She's going back to her because she seeks out what is familiar, and since she's used to being treated like dirt, like by her father and everybody, she goes back to him.  


Is that what you learned in Psychology class?


Yes.  And Cops.


Heh heh heh.


What I don't understand is the point of Pickering in the play.


Doesn't she say that it was because of Pickering that she became a lady?  


Yes, but other than that, he really doesn't serve much of a purpose, I think.


Well, he's sort of a foil for Higgins.


Maybe Pickering and Higgins should have gotten together.


Ha ha ha ha.  See, but Pickering is like the knife that shapes her into the lady.  He provides the motivation to-


I'll get it.  It's probably for me.  Hello?  Yeah... really?  ... how much? ... wow, really ... yeah, hang on ... yeah, I got it ... okay ... yeah, I'll meet you there ... okay ... bye.  


Who was that?


Uh, just a friend.  Listen, I gotta go somewhere.  


Where?


To meet some friends.  


Really?


Really.


And do what?


... stuff.


...


Oh, come on.  It's not like we were doing anything.  


How often do we have time to spend together, and now you're just leaving me for "your friends".


You don't get it.  This is premium this time.  No bullshit.  


Uh-huh.


I'll be back later.


I don't want you driving under the influence.


Well, I'm gonna be gone for the entire night then.


Fine.  



"How long did you know this was going on?"


"Day one."


"Day one?"


"I was there when he did it.  Not actually watching him.  And it was just a month after he came out to his parents.  We were at the same party.  He was in another room."  He wiped his nose.  "I was watching TV on the couch.  I was wondering where he was too.  Then I saw him go into the room with some people I knew and some I didn't.  And he didn't come back for a while, but when he came out, I knew something was wrong.  Not high, not drunk.  Something different.  Like blissful.  And I knew what he'd done.  But I didn't yell at him about it."  She put her arm around his waist.  "He kept telling me 'it's not that big a deal.  It's not that big a deal'.  He even offered me some, but I said no.  He did that a few times just to be polite.  And then three months later he was doing it every day.  And I did nothing."


"Shh, it's not your fault."  Jennifer held him a little closer.  


"He called me.  On my machine, just before I got home.  He said, 'Adam, it's me.  I just did a spoon and I just got another batch here in front of me.'"  He sounded so bad, so gravely, like he had a cold.  He said, "'When I take this stuff, I'm going to try walking to your house.  And if I make it, then I'll be glad because then I can die in your arms.'  That's when I went over."  He paused.  "He's going to die, isn't he?"


"No, he's not going to die."


"Excuse me, miss?"  A nurse came up holding a clipboard.  "Are you the ones who brought in the heroin overdose patient?"


"Yes."


"I need you to fill out some paper work.  Can I see your driver's license?"


"Can we see him?" Jennifer asked.


"Not right now.  The doctors are treating him."


Jennifer looked at Adam.  Adam started for his wallet.  "Can you do it?  I don't have my license on me."


"Sure."  She stood up and left Adam on the bench, staring at the floor.


Jennifer talking to the nurse became a background noise.  The background noise all around him became non-existent.  


He imagined Justin.  He thought of visiting hours and a nurse leading him to a room somewhere in the hospital's core.  Like some dream.  He saw him through the window lying in a hospital bed.  An IV with clear liquid was hooked up to his arm.  The bright sanitary light bathed all his frail features.  All his muscle was gone.  His cheeks were sunken in.  His skin was only a little darker than the sheets he lay on.   He looked dead, but the faint beeping heart monitor said that he wasn't.  But he was at peace.  No frown, no smile, no isolation, no fear.  Just silence.  No more nightmares, no more pain.  That is, if he didn't wake up.  Then there wouldn't be much of anything.  Adam would watch him not move at all.  Not even the faint movement of his chest.  Watched him like one would watch a still life painting.


Adam?


Yeah, Justin.


It feels like pins and needles.  Like my entire body's numb.


I know.  


I can't move.  It's hard to move.


I know.


Am I gonna make it?


I don't know.


I can't feel anything.


I know.  The heroin snuffs out your emotion.  Without emotion, you can't suffer.  Those are the sides of the coin.


Am I going to make it?


Do you want to?


Yes.


Then I hope so.
