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“Oh, thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you...”

Artie hurried into the bathroom and shut the door. His pants were already unzipped—he took care of that while speed walking down the hall—so all he needed now was the button, which he was currently clawing at with shaky fingers. And why did he shut the door, anyway? Mia’s been gone for a month now—called him a useless jerk, or something like that, then packed her bags and left. Shutting the door now just wasted precious time and only served to heighten the terrible panic he was in.

“Ow!” His thumbnail caught on the button and bent back. “Stupid!”

He looked at the already bruising thumb and put it in his mouth, apparently trying to suck the pain out, like venom from a snakebite. It only took him a couple of seconds, however, to forget about the thumb and remember the urgent situation that had brought him to the bathroom in the first place. Artie cursed the stubborn button, letting it know just what would happen if he didn’t “get these pants off and get on that toilet, now!” It reluctantly surrendered.

He scuttled over to the toilet and, with a sigh of both pain and relief, pushed his pants down to his knees as he victoriously sat upon the throne. The results were instantaneous.

“What a rush.” He said it out loud, out of breath, with a sort of half-smile. To be honest, he was just glad he’d made it home.

He’d felt fine all day, even went out for lunch with some of the guys from work to the new Mexican food place, Mas Tacos. It wasn’t until the last half hour of his shift that he had started feeling a little funny, and the closer it got to four-thirty, the worse he’d felt. The most nerve-racking part of it all: he didn’t know if he was actually getting sick or if his lunch just wasn’t quite agreeing with him. It was the not knowing what was happening, what was going to happen, that was making him sweat. He could deal with not feeling well, but puking...

The twenty-minute car ride home had proved to be painfully unbearable. It really should have taken twenty-six minutes, but he had sped as fast as he could, weaving through traffic whenever possible. He’d squirmed in his seat, not wanting to pull over, trying to tell himself that what he was experiencing at that point was nothing more than motion sickness. The windows were down, the radio was up; he had tried anything and everything to keep his mind off the growing sense of nausea. None of that worked, of course, but he did make it home. Just in time, too.

The problem was, he really hated vomiting. Most people do, he assumed, but he really, really hated it. The whole way home he was thinking—hoping, wishing, praying!—that if he could get his stomach to expel whatever it was that it had that it didn’t want through the more appropriate southern channels, he might be spared that agonizing ritual. But as he sat there on the toilet, his pants now at his ankles, trying to compose himself, he realized he would have no such luck.

Panic rose up in him again. With a pitiful moan, he ripped off a few squares of toilet paper and did the best he could with what little time he had. He got to his feet, pulled his pants up as fast as he could, and flushed the toilet. He prayed that it would be completely flushed by the time he stuck his face over it. Then he lifted the toilet seat—another habit, another thing he did for Mia—and dropped to his knees.

“Oh, man.” Another quick prayer, and then, “Let’s get this over with.”

Tonight was going to be a bad night, he could tell. Not that nights have been all that great in the past month―he didn’t like sleeping alone. But tonight, alone and sick? Those might just be the two worst things you could possibly combine. Was it something he ate? He didn’t think so. It did make the most sense, but no one else at work was sick. At least, not that he knew of.

Enough of this! “Come on!” He knew he’d feel better after he puked.

As a kid, Artie hated throwing up so much that he would do anything he could to avoid it. He’d lay in bed, curled up, his eyes closed, hoping it would pass. What a pathetic thing to have to go through, not being in control of your own body. Nevertheless, that’s how it works. You puke your guts out until there’s nothing left—you’re drenched in sweat, you’ve got puke coming out of your nose, tears coming out of your eyes—and then you feel better. Maybe it’s over, you foolishly think to yourself. You flush the toilet, blow your nose, wash your face, brush your teeth, and about the time you get back to the couch or the bed, thinking about eating some crackers or some soup, there it is again, already creeping back into your stomach, small at first, then building from there. Just enough time to get cleaned up before the next round.

As he grew older, he also grew increasingly tired of waiting for that feeling to pass. It never did. He’s gotten better about helping it along, though, ending the suffering.

He leaned a little closer to the toilet, a little trick he’d learned. When already nauseated, that certain smell of a toilet bowl, clean or not, really helps to speed things along. He took in a big whiff. His toilet wasn’t filthy—Mia cleaned it right before she left—but it wasn’t exactly spic-and-span either. He noticed some areas, probably from that last explosive episode of his, that should probably get cleaned when all of this was said and done.

And here it comes. Good. Just do it.

The flow of saliva became greater. Artie spat into the water several times. He was almost there, could almost taste it, and then the feeling started to fade.

No, no, no! He smelled the toilet again. It wasn’t working.

Okay, time for Plan B, another trick, this one based on the fact that when you’re sick, all you can do is lie down. As soon as you start to sit up, your body turns against you until you either vomit or lie back down in a fetal position.

So he stood up, quickly, and began pacing around the bathroom. He even jumped up and down a little, whatever it took to aggravate his stomach. It was working. A little bit of belching and—voila!—the saliva started to flow again.

He dropped down to the faded, shaggy green rug that sat in front of the toilet. Determined not to lose it again, he rocked back and forth. He smelled the toilet, too. Whatever it takes, he thought. He did not want this lasting all night.

Spitting and burping, it was almost over. He tried reassuring himself, Maybe this is just one of those weird one-time deals. He would feel like crap all evening, he’d go to sleep, but when he woke up the next morning
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