Two


Alexandra felt like a schoolgirl trying to catch his eye.  The security guard she spotted was holding his sauerkraut and mustard topped frankfurter at an angle to avoid dripping on his sharp navy uniform that made him look like a cop.

“Leah, there’s our hero,” she said, laughing.  The baby squinted at the sun coming off the metallic building that stood like a wall against the sky.

“Money, Leah think, money, Mommy.”  She was trying to ease the nervousness too, filling the space of the moment with her words.

“I don’t know what he’ll think if I flash him the bills, honey.  Do you really think he’d be interested?”  Alexandra bit her lip when she realized her voice carried in the quiet park near the hospital.  Now she had to approach him.

It turned out not to be so difficult.  It turned out he—Bryant was his name—had a dental debt and a thousand dollars would just about cover the cost of the new-fangled clear plastic braces that showed on his lower teeth when he smiled.  He said he knew Rita.  She had been here since the winter, he said.  But there was talk of sending her upstate.  Alexandra’s heart started thumping.  When he noticed her rapid breathing, the guard started talking.

“I got my teeth fixed at the NYU Dental Clinic.  They give you students to work on you, but they still charge you an arm and a leg, lemme tell ya!”  He explained that he wanted to try out for commercials.

“If you’ve ever noticed, all those people on TV have the straightest, whitest teeth!”  He laughed.  So did Alexandra and Leah, whom he called “pretty lady.”

“Go on up.  They open the place up to visitors at eleven, ma’am.”

Alex folded up Leah’s stroller, demurely placed the baby on her hip, and waited for the elevator.

Minutes later, Alex saw Bryant again.  It happened fast.  She and Leah were sitting with Aunt Rita in the room she shared with a wizened old dark-skinned lady who kept turning lankliy in her bed, twisting the sheet around her head more each time she turned.  Aunt Rita looked tense, as she often did, but Alex was noticing she still had that blue light in her eyes; when Bryant rushed into the room massively, spread out his arms and cleared them all to one side.  Then he deliberately aimed a silver magnum and shot a rat Alex hadn’t even noticed was under the bed where Aunt Rita had been sitting.  Aunt Rita’s face turned white and long and then in a flash she heaved toward the rat and vomited on the floor near him, its raspberry exploded insides spilling into Rita’s peach cobbler colored puke.

Rita sobbed.  She cried,

“Wee, Wee, Wee!”

Leah understood.  “Mommy, Aunt Rita say wee little mouse.  Aunt Rita love wee little mouse, Mommy,” she said soothingly.  Aunt Rita heard her, even though she spoke in such a babyquiet voice.  Rita nodded, but she did not quiet down.

A male nurse came in and spun over to Rita in small concerned steps, his polyester white jacket flying behind him. 

“Hush, lady, or you will have to go to the Dungeon.”  This man was surely a friend of the poor sobbing woman.  Solitary confinement was located in the bowels of the hospital; hence had it acquired the designation-- familiar to all the patients and their attendants—the Dungeon.

Alexandra was alarmed.  “Rita, you cannot do this.  What is the matter?  Alex was not mentally ill, but she understood hysteria, and believed self-control was possible at such times.  She felt it was always worth the effort.  But Rita kept crying, louder and louder, “Wee, Wee!”

Bryant appeared at the door holding a stiff white straitjacket in his left hand.  He pointed with the free hand to the custodian who was sweeping up the dying rat.

“Is this a mouse or a rat, Bryant?  It do look small for a rat, I swear!”  The hall behind Bryant seemed silent except for Rita’s screams.

“Never mind, Chuck.  Just get rid of it.  It obviously upsets this gal,” he said.

He continued: “I’m ordered to take you to solitary, Miss Rita.  Now be a good girl, and put on this white jacket.”

Rita’s face was covered with more and more real tears, but she was clearly resigned to the jacket, the Dungeon, and a terribly botched social hour with Alex and her niece Leah.  Rita had gotten quiet, though her face was all scrunched up in wrinkles and wet in the lines they made.

“Here honey let me wipe your face with this wet washcloth.”  The male nurse, whose I.D. card smiled Danny as it went swinging over his chest, wiped her eyes with the cold cloth.  “You go with Bryant now sweetheart.”

The custodian jumped with a whoosh back into the room, holding the gray and raspberry rat in a plastic bag.

“Bryant, this rat’s heart looks so dark.  Is it black, or is it plum colored?”  Chuck looked desperately toward Bryant in the hope of finding his own center in all this chaos.

“I’m plumb stymied, myself, Chuck.  Now let me take Miss Rita down to the Dungeon.”

Alex gasped, in spite of her good faith, when she saw how Bryant strapped in Rita’s elbows.  But by the same token she was thinking about how Bryant had said he was studying drama.  She was hoping this could all be an act.  She found herself winking at Bryant, to her own consternation.  He winked back.  Now she hugged poor helpless Rita, who had no arms to hug her back.  Then Danny brought her a wheelchair.  And another wink came the way of Alexandra.  Bryant wheeled Rita around and sped her off to the spiraling ramps beneath them.

In the dark winding tunnels of the subbasement, Bryant leaned over Rita’s shoulder and whispered to her, “I’ve got your keys.”

“My keys?” she asked.

“Yes, Rita honey.  I’m gonna set you free!”

She looked at him.  He was smiling.  His white teeth shone like diamonds in his black face.
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