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Detroit, Eighteen Months Ago

It was going to be one of those days. My gut churned as I drove into the hospital lot. I was already working an odd shift, 3p.m. to 3a.m., due to vacations, a maternity leave, and administrative changes. It was a chilly late spring day. Cold rain was pouring in buckets. Even with an umbrella, I was soaked before I hit the physician’s entrance. I bolted into the radiology department dripping wet. My fellow radiologist, Dr. Jenny Landau, was thrilled to see me.

“Oh God, what a night and day; had the usual bunch of car accidents. Two shootings. One guy expired before they could scan him. Shouldn’t have died, he only got shot in the calf and shoulder. But he snorted a pack of heroin in the ER bathroom and OD’d. The other’s a gang banger; got a bullet lodged in his spine. Paralysis below the waist. And a couple of films just came in for you to review—both females with abdominal swelling. One’s got a herniated umbilical.” Dr. Jen filled me in as I slid off my jacket and threw on a lab coat. I liked Dr. Jen. Not in a sexual way. She was intelligent, nerdy, with brown hair and eyes and a thin figure. A wife and mother, but she knew a good margarita when she saw one. She and her husband weren’t opposed to going out for a good time every once in a while. When I needed to act more human, I could hang with them.

“Thanks Jen, how’s the hubby and kids?” I responded politely and logged in to see what the day would bring.

“They’re good. My oldest, Bill Jr., has his first play tonight. He got the lead, George Washington. Bill’s excited.” She laughed. “My husband thinks we have a young Brad Pitt on our hands.”

“That’s impressive.” I laughed with her. “We’ll have a good one.”

“You too.” She bounded out the door. I was genuinely happy for her. But not for the scans that had popped up for me. 

I transferred them to the larger screen. The first was a forty-four-year-old female, obese, single. Constipated and the hernia had caused her navel to discolor and protrude. She’d gone to her primary complaining of cramping and the bulging navel. Fortunately, she’d pushed to get her labs and CT done all at the same time.

It was obvious why she couldn’t crap. She had a blockage severe enough to cause an obstruction of circulation and digestion. There was a tumor of what appeared to be dead tissue. This could get bad fast. I called her doc. After a quick consultation, the patient was pre-admitted to the ER. I hoped she’d make it okay.

It was on to the other scan; Afro-American female, thirty-three, single, two children. Severe menstrual cramps during the last several months with abdominal pain, swelling, nausea, constipation, and diarrhea. This too was obvious. Her ovaries were littered with tumors, all different shapes and sizes. Her uterus didn’t look good either; likely cancerous, another consult, another admittance to the hospital issued.

The remainder of the day should’ve been mundane. But a couple hours later I’d passed Dr. Brad, now in the trauma unit, talking on his cell about my first scan. I couldn’t help but overhear.

“Well, she’s kind of fat. Do you think she might just need that navel fixed? I thought the scan showed blockage?” he paused, and I couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation. Damn smart phones and their garbled signals. “I’ll be there. Got three surgeries lined up already.”  I stopped and faked getting a sip of water from a drinking fountain. He walked out of range. So, the patient was here. I checked the system; she was in number six of the ER unit. I perused through the notes of the nurse and attending doc. They wanted to send her home and schedule a later surgery. She insisted on seeing the surgeon for a consult per her doctor’s instructions. Good girl, I thought. Did they not look at the CT and my notes? I was getting pissed.

I waltzed to the desk on my floor. “Hey, I’m going to step out for a minute and grab something to eat while it’s quiet. Be right back.” The attending administrator nodded. She was buried with a phone call. I headed to the ER. 

The waiting room was packed. I slid to the outside hallway of the ER consult rooms. I passed two orderlies, then stood outside her room and listened. She had the TV on, but it was low. Dr. Brad hadn’t made it yet. I inhaled deeply. 

One benefit to being undead is you can smell illness. Each kind has its own flavor. Any blood or broken tissue smells like food to me. Infection is overtly ripe. And of course, dead tissue reminds me of molding leaves back in Europe when I was still human. I smelled moldy leaves, even through the doorway. I ambled along the hall just as my phone went off. It was the young cocky Dr. Brad.

“Hey Will, got this forty-four-year-old female I’m going to see. The attending doesn’t seem to think she should stay. Not to be combative, but I saw a mass on that CT you sent.” Oh, thank God, he wanted to outdo the attending and not my opinion.

“Yeah. I think it’s cutting off the circulation. You should feel a lot of pressure in there.” I encouraged.

“Thanks, I’m going in now. Let you know what happens.” I could hear him opening the door to the room right before he hung up but couldn’t quite hear the conversation in the room due to orderlies running and laughing in the hallway. They were making plans to party later.

I sauntered to the vending machine and waited. I absently put in change for beef jerky. Five minutes passed all too slowly. I paced. The phone rang at last. Dr. Brad was calling.

“Hey Will, thanks for the insight. Yeah, she’s hard as a rock under there. We’ve got her scheduled for an umbilical hernia repair and tumor removal first thing tomorrow. Thanks buddy. You know that attending doc is a hard ass.”

“Oh no problem.” I laughed. 

“Yeah, can’t wait for this one. It’ll be epic. Catch you later.” He hung up satisfied. So was I.

___________

It was epic. I got in early to watch the surgery from the overhead observation room with a bunch of med students. With the first incision a spray of blood and fluid shot out. “Suction.” Dr. Brad ordered calmly. Good, he was in control, but someone else wasn’t. I heard a resident in the back row vomit behind me. Surgery was not going to be for him. After a couple hours, they’d removed a softball sized tumor of dead tissue from her omentum and reconstructed her navel. I grinned. I liked being right. I heard she was a model patient and went home just a couple days later. Dr. Brad was looking good to the hospital upper crust. His daddy didn’t pay for this hospital wing in vain.

My thoughts turned to the other scan from the day before as I rolled into the office. The patient had two kids under ten. I scanned her records. She had a consult with oncology later today. She was aware of the dangerous diagnosis. Ovarian and uterine cancer, stage four, possibly spreading to other tissues pending further testing. Horrid, scary, unfair. Life didn’t always give us choices. She was the same age as I; only I would be thirty-three forever. I gazed out the window and remembered my changing. I wasn’t allowed to make that decision.

__________

England, 1300s

I was changed into a vampire with haste and without choice. I was a wild one then at my introduction to the world of the undead. I was sired because of an incredibly old Egyptian vampire who’d found me an easy mark after a long trip from the Middle East to the British Isles. 

His name was Cyrus. He was a statuesque, dark and lean man with a gleaming bald head. If it weren’t for his superior posture and clothing, I am certain people would’ve mistaken him for a slave. He came upon me at the springtime of my life.

My noble family owned a large shipyard. We offered port to ships from all around the world. The treasures they brought in were beyond belief. I’d had a sister, but she’d passed away young. My mother perished from a horrific infection after her birth. My father had drowned after hitting his head on a mooring post and falling into the sea under a newly returned vessel.

I inherited quite a cache in my mid-twenties after his passing. I had the docks of course and a sizeable home in a well to do section of an emerging London. I was well educated. I had been betrothed to an innocent lovely young noble woman, but she went under after another round of plagues. The marriage would’ve been just for my father’s happiness anyway and to eventually have an heir to our property. I wasn’t interested in a spouse. I wanted all the wine, women, and song I could handle. I would have all this, but my carelessness would cost me my human life.

The day of my change had begun like any other. I had overslept after a night of reckless carousing. I awoke with not one, but two ladies of the evening, in my bed. Only the blinding noonday sun drove me from my drunken slumber. I sleepily ran my hands along the naked bodies of last night’s lovelies. One awoke with a naughty smile. I drew her to me and kissed her deeply. This would be the last time I would kiss a woman as a full-blooded human.

A knock on the door of my sleeping chambers interrupted our ménage a trois. The voice of the servant outside sounded urgent. “Sir, you are needed at once.” I rose from the bed, giving one last look at my coital companions. I groaned, threw on a loose robe and greeted
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