Anthony Watson

Creative Writing Assignment #2


Nightwalking

I was one shoe away from walking out the door.  I’m not sure which one it was, but if I have to guess, I’d say it was my left shoe.   It’s not really something I was paying too much attention to at the time, which shoe I had on and which one I couldn’t find, but memory is funny.  I can still sort of feel my right shoe on and my left foot having that “about to have a shoe on” nakedness.

I didn’t want to wake Jennifer up, so I was getting dressed in the dark.  When she’s not over, I usually fall asleep with a light on, halfway through the sentence I’m reading.  But once we got to the sleepover point, I had to install heavy shades for the windows and make sure I turned off every last light in the apartment. Even if the nightlight in the kitchen is left on, she’ll toss and turn for an hour before shoving me out of bed to turn it off. She really shoves me, right onto the floor.  And of course I had to be dead quiet.  Anything will wake her up.  You would think that with the way she snores that she’s almost comatose, but no.  The bathroom sink running, the click of my lighter, me fumbling around under the bed looking for my left shoe, anything will wake her up.  And the last one did.  One minute the room is thick with soothing bear growls, and the next minute total silence as I make contact with the shoe.

“Greg?”

Busted.  Damn it.

“Hey, Jen, I’m right here.”

The bed squeaked around, and for a moment I think I’ve lucked out and she’s going back to sleep.

“Greg, don’t do this.  Not tonight.”

Right in my ear she says this.  Scared the shit out of me.

“I can’t sleep.  I’m just going to get some air,” I tell her.  I realize I sound annoyed, which is only because I’m still calming down from her sneaking up on me, so I try again.

“I just need to go for a quick—“

“A quick what, Greg?”

“A walk!  I’m just going for a walk because I can’t sleep.”

“Listen.  Please listen to me, Greg,” her voice sounded severe but not angry.  Desperate. “I have listened to you sneak out so many nights and didn’t say anything.  You’re the best guy I’ve ever dated, so I’ve pretended to sleep through it.  But if you love me, if tonight meant anything to you, just stay this one night.”

At this point, I’m feeling like a total asshole.  When I started getting dressed, all I was thinking about was how I couldn’t sleep and needed to get out.  Why did I forget last night?  Jen was wearing the red- and-black candy-striped shirt she wore on our first date.  She was leaning on the wall of the movie theater where we met a year ago.  I was wearing my black leather jacket, the one I almost threw away because the sleeve ripped halfway off but she told me I had to keep it since it was the jacket I wore that night.  So I put it on for this date, even though you could see my shoulder was hanging out.  The whole date was choreographed, but in that way that you can get away with just once, on a big one-year anniversary.  We pretended we didn’t know each other, of course.  I went up to her and asked if she had a lighter.

“No, sorry, I don’t smoke.  Those things will kill you,”

This was the only change she made, a little joke since she quit smoking four months ago.  Other than that, it was like I was reliving it all over again.  I’m not usually the type that goes in for this sort of role-playing, but it was working, like love at second-sight.

And the rest of the date was like a song it went so well.  We snuck into an extra movie, made out during the second half of it.  Then we went to the bar where we had our first drinks, but this time without her using her fake ID.  And when we got back to my place, we put on the record that was on the first time she came back to my place, Loaded by The Velvet Underground.

That was tonight, I thought.  Maybe three hours ago.  And I’m mixed with a feeling of butterflies in my chest and confusion.  Why did I wake up?  Why didn’t I sleep through the night?

Light blasts through the room.

“Hello?  Are you going to say anything?”

Jennifer’s legs hung off the bed, and her hand was still on the lamp.  She normally didn’t sleep naked, so I was reminded again that it was tonight that we went out.

“Yes.  I’m sorry.  I was just thinking about our date,” I said.

Now that the light is on, I can have a cigarette, so I reach into my pocket and get one.  She’s up and gone into the closet.  I light my cigarette and stare at the closet door, waiting for her to come out.

She came out in panties and her big shirt.  I knew things weren’t going to go well.  She only wears the big shirt to bed when she wants to let me know not to get too close.

“Maybe you should have thought about our date before you left the bed we just made love in to go fuck someone else.”  She didn’t yell this.  She didn’t even put special emphasis on “fuck.”

“Hey.  I’m not going to fuck anyone.  Let’s get that out of the way before this goes any further.” I felt so stupid.   Why did I have to wake up restless tonight?  Why did tonight have to be the night I couldn’t find my shoe?

“I’m so sure, Greg.  I’m not an idiot.”

“I really don’t want to fight, Jen.  You know you’re better at it than me.”

She really is.  I’m a prizefighter, as far as couple fights go, and she keeps me against the ropes.

“Then just say you’ll stay here tonight and sneak off another night, okay?”

It would have been so easy, at that point.  I could have just agreed and apologized and stared into the dark ceiling until the alarm went off.

“How many times have you heard me sneak off?”

I really didn’t mean to catch her off guard, but I guess I did.  She stared back at me for a long, long time, at least thirty seconds, before answering.

“Every time, Greg.”

This was going to be hard.

“I don’t like to talk about my sleeping problems.”

“More like your sleeping-around problems.”

I left myself open for that.

“Jen, please just let get me through this.”

I paused, waiting to see if she’d respond.  She was sitting against the dresser, stretching the big shirt over her knees down to her ankles.  I realized I was still standing, looking down at her, but she wasn’t looking up at me.  I sat down against the bed.

“It started when I was still a kid.  I don’t know how old I was, probably six years old.  Maybe younger.  Maybe it started when I was a baby; I don’t know.  I’d go to sleep like regular kids, but after an hour, I’d all of a sudden wake up, my mind just going full blast.  I would just lie there, thinking.  It was so long ago I don’t know what I thought about.  Whales. I remember that.”

“Whales?”  I could tell she wasn’t buying it.  Maybe I could just ditch this.  I could just say forget it and let the whole thing drop.

“Yeah, whales.  When I think about not sleeping as a kid, I remember one night thinking, ‘When do whales sleep?  If they’re mammals, they can’t breathe water.’  But it’s just the one memory; I know I thought about other stuff.  But then high school came along, and I started thinking teenage stuff like, ‘Who would win: Hendrix or Kurt?’  Obviously, the right answer is Jimi, but I was fifteen…”

“Jesus Christ, Greg.  You know what?  Just get out.”

“This is my place,” I said to her.  I was honestly confused why she was even suggesting it.

“Fine, then I’ll go,” she said, and she started to get up.  I’m not doing well at all, so I actually stumble around and get on my knees.  I’m on my knees right in front of her trying to block her but trying not to make things worse by grabbing for her.

“It only got worse in college.  Baby, listen to me.  I’m trying to tell you a secret here,” I said, and she stopped.  Now she’s looking down at me.

“A secret?  Let me tell you something, Greg.   I love you.  How’s that for a secret?  I think you’re the most wonderful man in the world even though I know you were with more women than you can count.  Even though you still have to crawl out of here three times a week to go get some action.  But you lying to my face, right in my face…I’m not sticking around for that.”

I’m still on my knees, looking right up at her, her words coming down on me like lightning, and I swear she had never looked better since I met her.

“I’m on my knees, Jennifer.  I’m on my knees asking you to let me tell you something I’ve never told my mother.”

She sat back down and tugged the big shirt almost over her feet and gave me the crossest look.  But at least she sat down.

“In college I didn’t have to worry about my whole family knowing when I couldn’t sleep,” I said.

I’ve never brought a girl home to meet my family.  Between my mom’s car alarm cough and my father’s insistence on screaming instead of talking, it would be like writing a girl a note that said ‘Will you please dump me?’  Not to mention that my brother would probably try to dry- hump her the second I go to the bathroom.  I love them all, for sure, but they don’t make a great first impression.   And after my mom yelled at me so bad I cried and then Teddy, the little shit, brought it up every night before bed for days, I didn’t think letting them know I couldn’t sleep “because I was thinking” was a great idea.

“So,” I continued, “in my dorm room, when I woke up and my brain wouldn’t shut up, I could just get out of bed and try to wait it out, let it calm down.  But it wouldn’t.  It was awful.  I’ve always made shit grades in school because I was tired.  I fell asleep in class.  I’d wake up on the school bus with some asshole pouring a Pepsi in my hair.  And even in college I got the same comments from teachers: ‘If you could just stay focused, you’d be at the top of the class.’  But if I got up, if I tried to wait it out, it would be hours before I got tired.  I’d go looking down the halls for a late-night card game or go down to the coffee shop and talk about philosophy or English or even advanced math with the night owls.  But I outlasted all of them.  They would make shit up about some midterm in November just to get away from me.  If I was lucky, it might be before the sun came up.  The alarm had a chance of waking me up then.  But most times I passed out just in time to make it to class.  Just in time to screw up school even more.”

My eyes were glazing over with the memories, and I’d almost forgotten Jennifer was in the room.  I blinked a bit and looked at her, checking in to see how all this was going over.  She was looking at me, not through me.

“Yeah?” she said to me.  This wasn’t going over at all.  At best she was amused.

“Let me catch my breath,” I said, and I did, not even realizing I needed to until I said it.  “I’m sorry.  I know this is bad.  You must be thinking I’m nuts right now.”

“You don’t have to do all this, really.”

She offers me the out again.  I can see it right between us, a big metal lever with a red rubber handle.  But I can’t stop now; I’m almost to the finish line.

“I’m almost done, I promise.  Just let me get through this.”

“No.  It’s okay.  I believe you, now.  I just want to get some sleep.”

“Exactly! Baby, please,” I say, but she does that thing that drives me nuts, rolls her eyes.  But not just the eyes; she always looks right up, chin poked out at me, like someone in the sky is looking down and agreeing with her that I’m stupid.  “Please, it’ll all be okay if I just get this out.”

And her head comes down, and she looks at me, right at me, her whole face covered in patient interest.

“Keep going.  Don’t stop, okay?”

I cleared my throat.  I realized my lap was covered in ashes and that I was holding a burnt-down cigarette butt.  I lit up another one while I went on.

“Yeah, so ever since I was a kid this waking up thing was just messing up my life.  So when I got to college, I tried to fix it.  I did drugs.  Sleeping pills at first, obviously.  But after a week, I’d wake up after two hours and vomit them up, and then I was back where I started.  Then I tried pot, and that just made my thoughts dumber.  I tried drinking, and all that got me was a drinking problem and hangovers that started at 3 a.m.  So then I went the other way.  Uppers, coke, crystal.  I guess I’m lucky those didn’t stick like beer did.  But I took them thinking, ‘If I can’t sleep at night, at least I won’t fall asleep during the day.’   But then I never slept at all, my thoughts became a brigade of soldiers stomping through my brain all hours day and night, never slowing down enough for me to even think them before another was right behind it.  And then one day I was hit by a train.  I was standing at a crosswalk, and my mind was just static by then. My thoughts were just noise.  That’s not even accurate because at least noise you can’t make out.  But I could hear them all, like they were all talking at once.  I was walking around like a deranged robot, just letting my feet and eyes work on their own.  And that’s when this train comes out of nowhere and crushes me.  When I woke up in the hospital, there was a kid sitting next to me.  He looked all-American, white cap, T-shirt, red Chuck Taylor’s.  Apparently he was standing right next to me when I got hit, and he was the one that scooped me up brought me in.  He told me I screamed louder than Janet Leigh just before I flew back five feet like I was shoved and that my body was lying on the sidewalk contorted in every direction.  Then he goes on to tell me that all I had was a scratch on the back of my head that they put some ointment on and that the only reason I was still there was that they couldn’t wake me up.  I had been asleep for fourteen hours.  This kid sat with me for fourteen hours. Can you believe that?  

“Well, I knew it was time to try something different when invisible trains become a problem.  So I tried a shrink.  But since I wasn’t on drugs anymore, I was falling asleep right in front of him.   The first thing he does is writes me a prescription for some sleeping pill, and then he starts talking about CAT scans.  That was all I needed to hear to know I’d heard everything psychiatry had to offer.  Next I tried women.”

I knew this was dangerous ground and stopped before I walked into it.  But Jennifer sat there nodding.

“Right, of course.”

I’m not sure if she wasn’t half asleep herself, but at least she didn’t look pissed.

“I thought maybe I needed someone to sleep next to.  I usually slept more soundly after I got laid, and I was surprised I hadn’t tried this method sooner.”

She actually grinned at this point!

“But after a week with a girl, I’d start waking up again.  And after a week of ‘come back to bed’ and what not, I usually went looking for a new girl.  I tried having them at my place, staying over at their place.  I would wake them up for more sex, but then all I’d do is have post-coital thoughts like, ‘What if she got pregnant?  Can I afford a baby?  What am I going to name it if it’s a girl?  Imagine that, me with a daughter,’ and on and on.”

I felt her touch, and I looked down, and she had let go of the big shirt and was grabbing at my little finger.  I almost forgot where I left off, I was so happy.

“I didn’t give up on sleeping with women, but I got over sleeping next to them pretty fast.  I was at the end of my rope.   And then one night I woke up at 2 a.m., and I’m all alone, and I can’t sleep as usual, and I’m totally sober, and I get out of bed and start pacing around the room.  I was trying to tire myself out.   This never worked, but I had to do something.  I had been done with school for about a year, and I’d gone through four jobs since I graduated.  I’m sure you can guess why.  It was July, and I was out of work again, and my AC was broken, and it’s like the heat is keeping me up.  I know it’s not really me being hot, but every minute I’m awake it got hotter and hotter. I was chain-smoking and feeling this heat just crawling on me, getting in my hair.  And I try to relax a little, and the heat starts drying my nose out so bad I can almost hear my nostrils crackling.  I tried to sit down and scribble down some ideas about finding another job.  But I’m sweating so bad I can’t hold a pen.  I remember, too, because the pen flew right out of my grip, and I slapped my hand down to catch it, and I left a wet handprint on the paper.  I’m thinking I’m starting to cook in this one-room place, so I should just go for a walk.”

“Greg, baby.  Shhh.” She shushed me so gently I just stopped and realized I was covered in sweat.

“I believe you now, I swear.  You can go on walks anytime you want.  You just don’t need to keep things from me.”

The big lever has a flashing red bubble light on the top now.  I could just stop.  I’ve won her over.  It’s over.

“I’m not done yet.  I know you’re tired.  But I think you’ll want to hear it all.”

“I don’t need to know the details, okay?”

“The details are what make this important.  I went out for this walk and…”

She yanked her hand away from mine and threw it over her face, turning from me.

“I’m serious.  I’ve heard enough.  You’ve convinced me, okay?  It wasn’t a big deal before that you went out to chase ass, and now that I know that it helps you get a good night’s sleep, I’m happy you do it.” She was very not happy at this point.  I didn’t see this coming at all, so now I’m back on the defensive.

“Sweetie, it’s not like that.”

“I don’t want to know what it’s like.” She lowered her hand and looked at me.  Her eyes are soaked with tears.

“I don’t know what…I don’t want to make you cry, Jennifer,” was all I could think to say.  I never saw her cry once in a year.  I should have pulled the lever.

“You make me cry every time you leave me, Greg.  I don’t want to lose you, and that makes me an idiot.  Only an idiot would put herself through this.  Only a total stupid, ugly moron would let a man who doesn’t even love her…” She put one wet eye against each knee and let out this awful sobbing grunt that was enough to make me die. “…would let her man go off every other night to be with another woman.”

“Baby, you’re not ugly.”  I know now that was totally the wrong thing to say.  But she’s not ugly.  The very suggestion is absurd.  I’ve dated an embarrassing number of women, and she puts the runner-up in the beauty contest to shame.  But yes, that was the dumbest response available, and I made it.  So I was back on my knees again while she was storming around the room grabbing her clothes.   Not just the ones she wore over but also the half of the closet she kept her mini-wardrobe in.  I’m just begging, walking on my knees as fast as I can.

“I really think you need to listen to the rest of my story, Jen.  I know it will help.”

“Where’s my black dress?”

“I sent it to the cleaners.  It got that stain on it when we were drunk last week, remember?”

“I’ll come back for it next week.”

“You’re not a moron, Jen.  You’re not an idiot.”

“I’m not stupid if that’s what you mean.”

“I never thought you were any of those things!  You’re the smartest person I know.”

“The smartest thing anyone would do right now is leave.”  She stops and looks down at me.

“We were so great, Greg.  I always pictured us as cohorts, partners in crime.”

“Yeah.”

“No.  You were going to go out there…” she began and then slammed her hand against the wall.  I really thought I was next. “Sneak off on the one night that was supposed to be about us ….” She stopped again, and I flinched.  But she didn’t move her hands at all.   She let out this tiny squeak and gasped.  She’s going to cry again, and I know when she does, I’m going to cry, too.  And I don’t want to cry when she cries because I don’t want her thinking I’m trying to buddy up with her in her crying moment.  But then she takes a long breath, and any crying is taken care of. 

“Who cares what you do on these walks?  It doesn’t matter.  Our love was the only thing that mattered to me.  I was willing to pretend to snore for our love.  I’ve waited for a year to hear you say you love me.  And now I know why you won’t.”

I looked up at her looking straight down at me, and she was miles away.  I was microscopic and frail.  Her face was huge and beautiful and had a look so disgusted I became terrified she was going to crush me with her foot. I had to stand up fast because the fear became so real.

“Don’t,” she said, backing away, reaching for the bag she’d packed.

“Jen,” I said, and she stopped moving around and looked at me.  Not my favorite look and not one I wanted to get from her that night, but definitely not one I’m a stranger to.  It was the “Now that I’ve made up my mind and this is over, go ahead and get your last words in.” It is a look more unromantic than a stranger could ever give, combining the impatient twitch of the head waiting for it to be over since what I’ll say won’t mean anything with the slight pout of the lips that reveals that this is making harder than they want it to be.  I felt like she was staring right through me while searching out the pain in my face that would let her know she wasn’t doing me any favors.

“If you still want to go when I’m done with my story, I won’t stop you.  But I’ve never told anyone any of this, not even that shrink or that kid with the red Chucks.  If I don’t finish, I don’t think I’ll ever tell anyone else.  On that night, I went out for a walk, and I swear to you I didn’t sleep with anyone.   I didn’t go out looking for that, and I never have since.  I went out because I was hot and couldn’t sleep, and it was the best thing I ever did.  This was all three years ago, and I was living half a mile from here, downtown, in a one-room over that gun store next to Angelo’s Liquor.  I started walking, and I didn’t know where to go or where to stop.  I made it maybe five blocks and was about to give up when I heard someone talking.  I’m alone on the street.  The whole city seemed empty at three at night.  The cars looked like props, and the trash didn’t smell; it was all so fake and empty-feeling.  I felt like I was trespassing on the locked- up daylight world.  And when I hear this voice, I yelped like it was death coming to get me and looked every direction I could all at once.  But there’s no one there.  All I hear is this voice saying, ‘Thank you, operator,’ so I go looking to see if I can find it.  And half a block up there’s this alleyway, and the voice is echoing from it, so I peek around and see this old man on a payphone.  He’s got to be at least sixty years old, and he’s dressed like Bogart after a rough night.  He’s smoking and got on the fedora and the slacks up to his waist and a big wide tie.  But no jacket, just a white wrinkled button-up.  And he’s staring into the phone like it’s the person he’s talking to.  He doesn’t notice me, and I get nervous he will and that I’ll have alienated the one other person up at this hour, so I get my head out the alley and just lean there, facing the street, with my ear turned to hear him.

“‘Martha, it’s me, Martha.  It’s Tom.’

“He’s slurring, dragging out that ‘th’ in Martha’s name.  I figure he’s had a few too many and he’s calling to get his wife to come get him.

  “‘Did I wake you up?… Huh?…Oh. What time is it there?…Midnight?…Oh?…I did wake you up…Martha….No, no, don’t worry about the cost.  I haven’t heard your voice in forty years; I don’t mind paying it…Martha…There is something I need to tell you, Martha…You’re married?… Yes, I need to get home to her soon…Do you have any kids?…Yes, I have three boys of my own…Oh, yeah, just like the old man…Martha, listen…Yes, I’m so glad we both found someone to make us happy…I know, we were so young then…No, I haven’t forgotten a day of it.  Do you remember that one night?…I know…We were young and foolish…No, no, I’m all grown up now…Yes, we’re both…Yes, indeed, those were our wild years…God, I was so impulsive back then.  I guess I still am.’

“He let out this old man laugh that got caught on the smoke and turned into a coughing wheeze until he could catch his breath.


“‘Next time you’re in town…Yes, we should…like old times….Coffee at our old place…Martha, I need to tell you something, Martha….’


“And I hear the tears in his voice.  I couldn’t believe I was hearing all of this, that I was there to hear it.


“‘Martha…do you remember how I trembled all night and you held me?…Martha, I still love you…Yes, I’m crying…No, no, I’ll be okay…Martha, I’ve never stopped, and I never will…Yes, I had to have a few drinks to make this call…Martha, I’ve been drinking for forty years to get the nerve to say that…Now, don’t you cry, dear.  I’ve got to get home before they send a cop out looking for me…You have a good night, too.’


“And I could hear him crying and the phone being hung up and his footsteps coming toward me, and I started running home, my tears blinding me.  And I couldn’t think any thoughts at all.


“When I got back to my room, I was still crying and kept crying until I was done and sat alone in the dark while time passed, and the next thing I knew the sun was waking me up.  I never had felt a good night’s sleep before then.


“Now any night when I can’t sleep I walk to that alley.  Crazy, I know.  But thinking about his pain and love makes it easier for me to sleep at night.   And I swore I’d never tell his secret to anyone unless my life was in danger.”


Jennifer and I looked at each other without saying anything.   She didn’t drop her bag but she didn’t turn to leave.
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