









Night Runner

Max Turner

[image: ]





For my mother
(gift of life and all that)





Contents

Cover

Title Page

dedication

Chapter 1 The Visitor

Chapter 2 Breakout

Chapter 3 The Second Coming

Chapter 4 The Interview

Chapter 5 Family Resemblance

Chapter 6 Charlie

Chapter 7 Bad Dreams

Chapter 8 Family Matters

Chapter 9 The Crazy Truth

Chapter 10 Strange Questions

Chapter 11 Death and Undeath

Chapter 12 The Fallen

Chapter 13 Everett Johansson

Chapter 14 Emergency Exit

Chapter 15 The Vampire

Chapter 16 Creatures of the Night

Chapter 17 The Safe House

Chapter 18 The Boogeyman

Chapter 19 The Vampire Problem

Chapter 20 Collision

Chapter 21 Homecoming

Chapter 22 The Journal

Chapter 23 A New Plan

Chapter 24 Charlie’s Cottage

Chapter 25 Food Trouble

Chapter 26 Bad Press

Chapter 27 Meeting Luna

Chapter 28 A Warning from My Father

Chapter 29 The Killing Urge

Chapter 30 Marshmallows

Chapter 31 The Fate of All Vampires

Chapter 32 Problem Child

Chapter 33 On the Run

Chapter 34 Explanations

Chapter 35 Helpless

Chapter 36 Flight

Chapter 37 Iron Spike Enterprises

Chapter 38 Betrayed

Chapter 39 The Coven of the Dragon

Chapter 40 Abandoned

Chapter 41 Reunion

Chapter 42 The Test

Chapter 43 Choices

Chapter 44 My Second Death

Epilogue Life After Death

Acknowledgements

Copyright

About the Publisher





Chapter 1
The Visitor

My name is Daniel Zachariah Thomson. Everyone calls me Zack. I live in the Nicholls Ward of the Peterborough Civic Hospital, and this is the story of how I died, twice.

I know what you’re thinking: The Nicholls Ward—isn’t that the loony bin? The nuthouse? Where they put people who torture squirrels or think they’re Julius Caesar? That explains it. Only a loo-loo would think he could die two times and still be around to talk about it. Well, the truth is a funny thing. It can be its clumsy self and it doesn’t matter what anyone believes. I guess it’s like way back in the Middle Ages when everyone and his dog thought the world was flat. That you could sail too far from home and your ship would drop right off into space. The whole planet was wrong on that one, and it didn’t change the truth one pinch. My story is sort of like that. Read it and see for yourself. I’m not crazy. I’m here for different reasons.

The other people on the ward aren’t all crazy, either. My neighbours all have mental disorders, that’s true, but these are never as bad as you might think. Certainly not like the villains in Hollywood movies who turn their victims into wax dummies or serve them up for dinner. Most of the patients in the Nicholls Ward are older people. They need help just to eat. I don’t expect to see them appearing in a horror movie anytime soon. They’re all pretty harmless.

But I’m different. I stay up all night, for one thing. That’s when my whole life happens—when the others have all taken their happy pills and are snoozing away. I do ordinary stuff, like read, or lift weights. And I run every night, usually outside, but I love movies, so if there’s a good one on TV, I’ll hop on the treadmill instead and watch it in the fitness room. I love video games, too. There’s a big-screen TV in the common room. It takes up half a wall. When you wire up a game, the characters are almost as big as you are.

On good nights, my friend Charlie comes to visit. He’s my major contact with the outside world, and because of this, and the fact that my schedule is a bit off, the hospital staff usually let him stay after visiting hours have ended, so long as the two of us aren’t making too much trouble. Chaos is one of Charlie’s specialties. I’m sure he could have a room of his own here. He’d fit right in.

Life in a mental ward is pretty routine. Meals, naps, TV time, medication and lights out—it all takes place according to a carefully crafted schedule. It helps keep everyone stable. I have a little more leeway than the others because I’m the only one awake after ten o’clock, but even my nights follow a regular pattern. You can’t exactly set a clock by it, but it never changes very much, either—dinner, free time, exercise, breakfast, reading, sleeping. But all this changed the night a strange old man crashed his motorcycle through the front doors of the lobby and destroyed our big-screen television.

I was in the fitness room when it happened. It was about three in the morning. One of my all-time favourites, Terminator, had just ended, but my eyes were still glued to the small television hanging from the ceiling. A woman with hair so perfect it must have been made of plastic was telling me all about the wonders of Miracle Glow hair care products. The way she carried on, this stuff was our ticket to world peace. While she yammered away, interviewing other people whose lives were now fairy tales thanks to Miracle Glow, I pounded the treadmill. My shoes were practically melting. It was a night like any other. Until I heard a noise like an asteroid hitting the building. I felt it, too. A tremor that came right up through the floor. A second crash quickly followed, and the wail of a police siren.

In a flash I was out in the hall, past the reception counter and into the lobby. The whole time I was thinking, He’s really done it this time. Charlie, that is. But when I saw the devastation, I knew right away it had to be somebody else. Not even Charlie could have managed this. The lobby was a total disaster. There was glass everywhere. The outside doors were blown right off their hinges.

The common room was even worse. The ping-pong table was tipped over and furniture was scattered all over. Actually, this was partly my fault. Well, our fault, Charlie’s and mine. As soon as everyone had gone to bed we’d set it up that way so we could have a ping-pong fight. Charlie had wanted to celebrate the end of the school year, and so we’d spent a good hour pelting one another with ping-pong balls. Forts of overturned furniture were still set up all around the room. And we’d forgotten to put the ping-pong table back. I could see tire marks on the floor where the driver had swerved to miss it. The black streaks led straight to the wall where the TV used to hang. It was on the floor now in about a million pieces. I could tell right away that no amount of Krazy Glue was going to bring it back from the dead.

Right in the middle of the floor was the driver. He looked about seventy, with long black hair streaked with white and grey. It stuck out in all directions, as if he’d just been attacked by a tornado. He was on his hands and knees. His long overcoat looked too tight, and his mismatched gloves had the fingers cut out of them. Not the best for crawling across broken bits of TV. Sitting against the wall where the television used to be was his motorcycle, though I’m guessing it wasn’t actually his since it said “Peterborough Police” on it. The siren was still wailing and the red and blue lights were flashing all over the white walls.

The old man looked up at me with milky blue eyes. He seemed dazed. Like he was trying to bring me into focus but couldn’t quite manage it. He looked like a homeless person, or an undercover police officer dressed like a homeless person, in which case, his costume was perfect. On the ground in front of him was an old top hat smushed flat as a pancake, and it looked as though there were about ten layers of clothing sandwiched underneath his coat. That explained why he wasn’t in pieces like the television. The padding must have saved him.

I glanced over my shoulder at the reception counter, where Nurse Ophelia, Nurse Roberta and the other overnight staff normally hung out. You could usually spot at least one security guard. Someone had to be there in case the police showed up with a new patient, which often happened just after the bars closed. No one was in sight now.

I made my way over to the old man as quickly as I could. I was worried he might try to get up and fall back into the sea of glass. Down the hall just ahead of me, a door opened and someone stuck his head out. It was Jacob, my red-haired neighbour. I waved for him to come over and give me a hand. He started up the corridor, then turned around. He did this a couple of times, turning back and then turning away again. His hands were over his ears and he was muttering something to himself, so I just let him pace in front of his room and turned my attention back to the old man. His head was shaking back and forth like he was dizzy, and he was mumbling to himself too, so I put my ear closer to his mouth.

“Hurry … hurry up …” he was saying. I couldn’t tell if he was talking to me or to himself. I asked him if he was okay, but he didn’t answer. He just shook his head one more time and grunted. Then he took hold of my arm. His grip was strong, which surprised me. I wondered for a second if his fingers were going to punch right through my scrubs. As he stood up, bits of glass fell from his overcoat. I noticed a small cut on his forehead and another across the bridge of his nose. Blood dribbled down his face and into the stubble on his chin, which was grey and black and white, just like his hair. He looked pretty gory, but I couldn’t help myself. I just kept staring, I guess because I felt sorry for him. All the Miracle Glow in the world wasn’t going to turn his life into a fairy tale. He smelled like the inside of a wine barrel. And, cuts or no cuts, unless he had a good explanation for all the remodelling he’d just done, when Nurse Roberta showed up, he was in for it.

The old man shook his head a few more times, then he looked me over again. It was like he was waking up or something. His eyes came into focus. He stared at my face for a second, then sort of nodded. A smile spread up one cheek. It made his eyes go wrinkly. He clenched his fists, leaned back and turned his head to the ceiling like he owed the man upstairs a miracle-sized favour.

“Thank heavens, boy!” he said. “Finally … I’ve found you.”





Chapter 2
Breakout

The old man put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a firm squeeze. Then he glanced down the hall at Jacob, who was still rocking back and forth with his hands over his ears. A door opened beside him, then another farther down. A pair of curious heads poked their way into the corridor. I recognized the Chicago Man and Sad Stephen. With all the noise coming from the siren, we were going to have a lot of company before long.

As soon as the visitor saw the others, he shoved me towards the motorcycle. Now, I was only fifteen years old, but I was tall for my age, and strong, too. Still, I had trouble staying on my feet when he pushed me away. He had a lot of oomph in those arms. By the time I had my balance, he was right beside me again. His head was swivelling every which way. I couldn’t imagine what he was looking for. Behind him, through the window, I could see the parking lot was empty. Hardly surprising. Most people wouldn’t choose to visit a mental ward at three in the morning.

“Well, what are you waiting for, boy, the Apocalypse?” he said. “You’re going to be worm food if you don’t get a move on.” He looked at me with his eyebrows high on his forehead and a weird expression on his face, like I was supposed to jump on the motorcycle and ride it to freedom or something.

“He’s coming,” he continued. “He could be here any second.” The man put a hand on my shoulder and pushed me gently towards the motorcycle again. He looked back over his shoulder at the parking lot. I got the feeling Darth Vader was about to waltz in and lightsabre us both in half.

When he noticed I wasn’t moving, his nostrils flared and an expression of annoyance came over his face. He reached down, grabbed the handlebars of the police cycle and picked it up himself. That was when he noticed the front forks were all mangled.

“Damn piece of garbage!” he shouted. “No wonder the police can’t catch anybody.” Then he tossed the bike aside as if it deserved a special place in the junkyard for letting us down. It smashed into the wall, and the fierce roar of the siren turned into something that sounded more like the mewing of a dying cat. “We’re going to have to run for it,” he said.

The wine smell on his breath was so strong I started to gag. He didn’t give me time to recover. Instead, he just grabbed my scrubs near the collar and started to sprint. And just like that, I was practically airborne. And I had no control whatsoever over where I was going. The guy must have been bionic or something.

He hauled me through the lobby and out the gaping hole that had once been the main entrance. Our feet made crunching noises on the broken glass. I tried to work his hand free from my shirt, but it was as if he’d tied his fingers into knots. I couldn’t budge them.

Then a bunch of things happened, all at the same time. I heard Nurse Ophelia shouting my name. She was somewhere behind me. About six police cruisers pulled into the parking lot. Two security guards ran into the reception area on our left and started chasing us. And someone shouted, “DON’T MOVE!”

Well, maybe the old man was deaf. Maybe he was so used to hearing strange voices that he’d learned to ignore them. Or maybe he didn’t understand English all that well and thought “DON’T MOVE!” meant slip it into overdrive, because that’s what he did. And he was fast. Even hauling me alongside him, I bet he would have beaten half the Canadian Olympic team. We almost made it off the lot, but just as we were approaching the street, I heard a sound like a firecracker. The old man slowed a bit. Then a whole bunch of firecrackers went off, and he let go of me, stumbled and fell.

I couldn’t keep my balance, so I fell down beside him. I scraped an elbow on the asphalt, and my hands hit something warm, wet and sticky. Then I rolled up onto my knees. The old man was lying right beside me. Blood was pooling underneath him. It was all over my hands and clothes. And it was all over him.

He’d been shot. Many times.

I felt the old man’s hand digging into my arm again. He was struggling to speak.

“Run …” he said. Then he coughed several times. “Don’t let the cops get you. He’s coming. Run!”





Chapter 3
The Second Coming

As the blood spread across the asphalt, the old man’s eyes went glassy and the strain on his face seemed to go away. A slow smile spread up one side of his mouth.

I didn’t know what to do. Smile or no smile, this man was dying. And there was blood everywhere. I started to get dizzy. My eyes spun in quick circles, like they couldn’t focus all of a sudden. Everything went red. My teeth started grinding. I was so confused and agitated that all I could do was put my hands against the sides of my head and groan. To be scared or sad would have made more sense, but all I could think was that this was wasteful. I should have been able to do something.

An instant later, police officers were everywhere. Hands took hold of my arms, helped me up and pulled me away. I didn’t resist. I just turned my head so I could get one last look. The old man’s milky eyes were glazed over. His breathing had stopped. His smile looked wooden now. Frozen on a dead face.Then, just before someone stepped in the way, his head tipped sideways in my direction. One of his eyes twitched and closed. It made him look as if he was winking at me.

I don’t remember if I said anything as the police took me inside. I kept trying to look over my shoulder to see what was happening, but a group of officers had formed a ring around him faster than you could say shoot, and the two escorting me didn’t slow down until I was back inside the lobby.

Nurse Ophelia was waiting there.

“Oh, no …” she said when she saw me. I was still covered in the old man’s blood.

“It’s not mine,” I said.

Nurse Ophelia stepped behind the nurse’s station and came back a second later with a handful of tiny square packages. She started ripping them open. I noticed her hands were shaking.

“We’d better get that off,” she said.

Inside the packages were folded wipes that smelled like medicine. She gave one to me and started wiping at my face. She was a bit more clumsy than normal. Or maybe it was just that I was still dizzy. All this commotion was probably making everyone a little jumpy.

I was just getting down to the business of cleaning my hands when I heard a loud screech. It was the kind of noise a car makes when it stops too quickly—tires skidding on asphalt.

I looked up. A train of police cruisers was pulling out of the lot, and right in the middle of them was an ambulance. It had stopped suddenly, halfway onto the road. It tilted a bit to one side, then the back doors flew open and someone jumped out.It was the crazy old man! He looked around, then his eyes settled on me and he started sprinting back to the ward. A police car was in the way, but he didn’t even break stride. He actually stepped right on top of the hood, cleared the roof in a single leap, then jumped off the rear bumper. The police in the lobby reached for their guns, but the old man obviously didn’t care a pinch.

Then he saw Nurse Ophelia and stopped dead.

I couldn’t blame the man for staring. Nurse Ophelia was probably the most beautiful woman on the face of the earth. When we were window shopping last Christmas, she caused three accidents just walking from Brock Street to Simcoe. Unless you were blind, she pretty much stopped you in your tracks.

Well, the old man looked at her and his face calmed, but then his brow wrinkled up again, as though he’d just remembered he was supposed to be annoyed. He pointed a finger at her. “Get him out of here,” he said. Then he turned to go, and I don’t know if it was because of all the police lights or what, but for just an instant, his watery blue eyes glowed red, just like a person in a photograph when the flash doesn’t work right. I’m not even certain it really happened, because he sprinted off so fast that no one even had time to take aim and fire.

I looked at Nurse Ophelia and the officers nearby. Some still had their guns out. They looked stunned. I don’t think if Santa Claus had flown down in a flying saucer you would have seen more mouths hanging open. One woman started talking into a radio that was clipped to her shoulder.

“Yeah, I think so. The same guy …” The way her voice sounded, it was like she didn’t believe herself. I didn’t hear the rest because Nurse Ophelia quickly took hold of my hand and started pulling me down the hall.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

One of the policemen interrupted before she could answer me. “We have to ask him some questions, ma’am,” he said.

Nurse Ophelia barely slowed down. She just looked over her shoulder. “I’m going to get him cleaned up. I’ll be right back.”

When we got to my room she opened the door. It was dark inside. I like it that way, unless I’m reading.

“I want you to stay out of sight,” she said. “Just for tonight.”

I didn’t really know what to say, so I nodded and took a bunch of the antiseptic wipes from her. I noticed her hands were still shaking.

“I’ll get a hamper for your clothes,” she said. “They’re soaked. Try not to get the blood all over everything.”

“What about that man?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about him for now.”

“Do you know him?”

Nurse Ophelia shook her head. “No. But he’s gone. And I need you to focus on getting yourself tidied up. The police will have to talk to you soon.” She pointed towards the house phone beside my desk. “You can buzz me after you’ve had a shower. And you might want to tidy up a little, just so no one gets lost in here trying to find you.”

I looked at all the clothes on the floor. It wasn’t that bad.There were at least two or three patches of tile that weren’t covered.

“Do I have to talk to them?” I asked.

“The police? Yes. I would imagine so, given what’s happened. Why?”

“The man on the motorcycle said someone was after me. And he warned me to stay away from the police.”

Nurse Ophelia nodded slowly. “Right. Well, if you think this through carefully, Zachary, I’m sure you’ll come up with a few reasons not to trust that man’s advice.”

She had a point. He was a little weird. But then again, so were the rest of us. And when a guy steals a motorcycle for you, tells you to scram, gets blasted full of holes and then comes back to life just to tell you the same thing all over again, well, maybe that guy is someone you should listen to.





Chapter 4
The Interview

I‘d just finished kicking the last of my dirty clothes under the bed when I heard a knock at the door. An officer with a round head and big arms was standing in the hall. The badge on his chest said “Officer Cummings.” His partner was a brown-haired woman with a pretty smile. Her name was Officer Philips. She asked if they could come in. I said yes and then had to answer a bunch of questions about what happened. I sat on my bed the whole time and pretty much told them everything. Officer Cummings sat at my desk and wrote it all down in a notepad.

“Isn’t it a little late to be exercising?” he said when I finished.

“Sunlight gives me hives,” I explained, “so I do everything at night.”

I looked at him when I said this. I wanted to make sure that he believed me, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at Nurse Ophelia, who had arrived from down the hall and was now standing in the doorway.

“Is everything all right here?” she asked.

I thought for just a second that Officer Cummings’s eyes were going to roll out of his head and onto the floor, but then he got it together and half stood. His face was a little pink. “Yes. Fine, ma’am. I was just asking a few, um …”

“Please sit down,” she insisted.

“Isn’t it a little unusual for a boy to be up at this time of night?”

“Zachary keeps a unique schedule. It’s necessary. He requires very specialized medical attention. It’s one of the reasons he’s here and not in a foster home. Do you have any other questions for him? I’d like to get him his dinner. And he needs some rest.”

“Of course. Just a few more.” He sat back down and clicked his pen a few times. Then he cleared his throat. “This guy—did he say anything to you? Did he threaten you?”

“Not really,” I said. “He only said what I told you already. That I should run. And that someone was after me.” I almost added that he’d told me to avoid the police, but I didn’t want to offend anybody.

Officer Cummings smiled. “You don’t need to worry about anything. There’ll be a car here twenty-four hours a day until we catch him.”

I tried to look impressed, but the truth was, the old man had been shot so many times he should have looked like a cheese grater, and it had barely slowed him down. Unless they dropped a building on his head, they weren’t ever going to stop him. I wasn’t worried about him, anyway. He’d come to warn me. I wanted to know why.

“Was he armed?” Officer Cummings asked me. “Did he have a knife or a gun or anything?”

I shook my head. “Just a top hat.”

“Did he offer you anything? Drugs, anything like that?”

“No.” I said. “Well, he did offer me a ride.”

“And it was just you and the other fellow who saw him? What’s his name …?” Officer Cummings leafed back through his pad. “Jacob?”

“Yeah. By the end, other people were in the hall too, but it was mostly just Jacob and me. I doubt he heard very much. He was pretty far away. And he had his hands over his ears.”

“Is there anything else you can think of that might help us catch this guy?”

I glanced up at Officer Philips, who was leaning against the wall, then at Nurse Ophelia, who was still in the doorway. She moved her head just a little, like a mini nod, so I knew it was all right to answer.

“He smelled like he’d been drinking,” I said.

“No doubt,” said Officer Cummings. He flipped his pad closed. “Well, that does it for now. If we need anything else, we’ll be in touch.” He rose, tipped his head in a goodbye sort of way, then stepped out to wait in the hall.

Officer Philips lingered for a few seconds longer. ‘Are you going to be all right?” she asked.

I looked at Nurse Ophelia. She nodded and so I nodded.

“Is there anything we can do for you before we go?”

I did have some questions. “Is somebody after me?” I asked.

Officer Philips was about to answer when Nurse Ophelia cut in.

“No,” she said quickly. “No one is after you, Zachary. You’re perfectly safe here.” Then she stepped aside so Officer Philips could leave.

I watched the two officers to see if they had anything to say about that subject, but apparently they didn’t. I wasn’t finished, though.

“How did he do it?” I asked.

Officer Philips looked confused. Her forehead wrinkled up. “What do you mean?”

“How did that man do all those things? He should have been a splat on the wall after that crash. Then he picked up the motorcycle and threw it. And he got up after being shot. He was supposed to be dead.”

Officer Cummings was still waiting in the hallway. He perked up when he heard my question.

“Do you know what PCP is?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“Angel Dust?”

I didn’t know that one either.

“Well, he was probably on drugs. I once arrested a guy who was so cranked up on speed, even with a bullet in his shoulder he just wouldn’t quit. He had this cleaver—”

Officer Philips put her hand on his arm.

“Yeah. Well, the point is,” he continued, “that old guy was probably on something potent. It’s not hard to find if you know where to look. Makes you do all kinds of weird stuff. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. He won’t bother you again. Not with us here.”

“So what was he warning me about?” I asked.

The officers looked at each other. They clearly didn’t know. Nurse Ophelia answered for them.

“Nothing, Zachary. It was nothing.”





Chapter 5
Family Resemblance

Once the officers were gone, Nurse Ophelia stepped into the hall and got the laundry hamper for my bloodied clothes. I still hadn’t moved from the bed. She said something to me, but I wasn’t really listening, not until she gave my shoulder a squeeze.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” she asked. I nodded and said yes.

“You aren’t even listening,” she said. Then she smiled. “You’re going to be fine. I know you better than anyone, Zachary. There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

It was difficult to disagree with Nurse Ophelia when she smiled at you. And she did know me better than anyone. Unlike the other staff, she worked the night shift all the time. She looked out for me. Whenever a therapy session went bad, or if I got irritable with the other nurses, which sometimes happened if I got hungry before mealtime, she always smoothed things over.

“Would you like to go back to the fitness room and finish your run?” she asked.

I didn’t know what to say. Running was usually a sure bet with me. And, like she said, she knew me better than anyone. But I knew her, too. And there was something she wasn’t telling me.

“Is someone after me?” I asked.

Nurse Ophelia sighed. Her eyes suddenly looked very tired. I was hoping she might say something like, “No, of course no one is after you. Who would want to harm you? You’re the greatest kid on earth. Blah, blah, blah,” but she didn’t. Instead, she put her hand over her forehead like I was giving her a headache.

“I should get back to the desk,” she said. “The cleanup crew will be here shortly. As soon as this mess is cleared away, I’ll check in with you at dinner. We can talk then, okay?”

I nodded and watched while she backed out the door, pulling the hamper with my dirty scrubs behind her. I waited until the squeak of the wheels had faded down the hall, then I flicked on my reading light and picked up my copy of The Hobbit.

Of all the books ever written, The Hobbit is king. I’ve read it seven times. Captures, escapes, riddles, battles, magic swords and a magic ring, death and deception, goblins and elves and trolls and dragons, men who turn into bears, and giant eagles and wolves. It pretty much has it all. I think that’s why I’ve always been a bit jealous of the main character, Bilbo. At the start, his life is pretty much the same thing, day after day, just like mine, until Gandalf the wizard knocks at his door. Then, in a snap, he’s off on an adventure so grand it can hardly be packed between two book covers.

Well, that was exactly what I needed—a knock at the door and an adventure of my own. But I guess wizards were in short supply. Instead of Gandalf, I got a crazy old man on a stolen motorcycle who smelled like he’d had enough wine to drown a horse. And all he did was trash the lobby.

I opened the book and started reading. After a few minutes, I realized I was still staring at the same page. I started again, but the same thing kept happening. Instead of seeing Gandalf and Bilbo, I kept seeing the old man on the motorcycle. “I’ve found you,” he’d said. Like he’d recognized me. But from where? Nurse Ophelia took me bowling sometimes, and to movies. And, of course, window shopping at Christmas. But I couldn’t remember ever seeing him before. How could he know me?

I read slowly for about another hour, my thoughts drifting from the book to the strange incident with the old man. Then I had to get up. I was starting to get hungry.

I’m sure you’ve had that hole-in-the-stomach feeling that everyone gets when they’ve missed a meal. For me, it was a lot worse. I’d get pain behind my eyeballs like someone was pinching them really hard, and my throat would get itchy. It might have been because I couldn’t eat most foods, and so it was hard for my body to get all of the nutrients it needed. It might also have been related to my blood. I had a degenerative blood disease, so I needed to get transfusions a few times every year. Those were the worst. For days afterwards I felt like I’d been drinking gasoline. If I could have found the right foods or the right medications, my problems probably would have gone away, but that never happened. So I got hungry often. And it always made me irritable. I remember this one time when I was ten years old, the nurse on duty forgot to bring me my dinner. When she showed up just before sunrise to make sure I was safe in my room, I was so angry I tried to bite her. After that, Nurse Ophelia delivered all my meals. She was more dependable.

In the common room, a couple of guys in grey uniforms were sweeping up the glass. They both looked at me as I walked past them, like the mess was somehow my fault. Two policemen were leaning on the reception counter. They were chatting with Nurse Roberta. She was young, and I think most people found her quite attractive. I can’t really separate how a person looks from how they treat me, so to me, she wasn’t all that pretty. More like cranky and disappointed. I’m not saying she was a bad person, but once she yelled at me for not making my bed, and I was still sleeping in it.

As soon as I got closer to the counter, the two officers stopped talking. They both looked a bit embarrassed, as though they should have been hard at work doing something useful and not chatting up the hospital staff.

“Do you know where Nurse Ophelia is?” I asked.

Nurse Roberta pointed over her shoulder with a pen. “In the kitchen.”

I found Nurse Ophelia making my dinner. I sat on one of the metal stools and watched her. She turned and slapped gently at my leg to get me to move out of the way. That was the closest she ever came to showing affection, when she hit people. I slid my stool over and she reached into the refrigerator behind me. She took out a small bag that was full of red syrup. I think it was strawberry.

“Stop scratching your throat,” she said.

“I can’t help it. It’s itchy.”

She squeezed the gooey flavouring into the blender with the rest of my dinner and fired it up. Once it was good and frothy, she poured it into a tall cup and stuck in a straw. I always drank my meals. Solid foods just didn’t agree with me, so twice a day, it was bottoms up. My friend Charlie called these “brain cocktails.” He said they looked like they could bring a zombie back to life. They were the only thing I ever ate. I think they must have had the same thing in them that coffee has, because I got a real jolt from them. And they were filling, too. Nurse Ophelia never made more than two in a night for me. Any more than that and I would have exploded.

My “brain cocktails” also had my meds in them. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was taking, but I remember when I was younger having to swallow a lot of different stuff—pills and syrups—and I got plenty of needles too, and lotions to put on my skin. They all had names that made them sound like they were made on the planet Mongo. Most of them made me sick. That might have been why the doctors kept changing their minds about what was wrong with me. Nothing really worked, and so they had to keep switching drugs all the time. After a while I stopped paying attention. It was too hard to keep track.To make things easier, Nurse Ophelia decided one day just to dump it all into my dinner. It was a pretty simple arrangement for me. She did all the work and I did all the drinking.

The two of us sat in the dining room with the lights dimmed. Nurse Ophelia was very quiet. There was something in her manner that was sort of off. She seemed irritated one minute and sad the next. Her eyes didn’t seem comfortable unless they were fixed on the floor.

“What is it?” I asked. I was feeling a lot better with food in my stomach.

“You’re looking more like Robert every day,” she said.

Robert Douglas Thomson was my father. Just like me, he’d used his middle name, so everyone called him Doug, or Doc, or Dougal or Dr. Thomson. And some of his students used to call him Dr. T. But Nurse Ophelia was the only one who used his first name, Robert. I always wondered if she was right. Did I really look like him, or was she seeing a resemblance that wasn’t really there? Since she was the only one on the ward who had known him before he died, I never got a second opinion. I sometimes thought she must have been in love with him, because whenever she mentioned his name, her tone of voice would soften just a bit and the words would come out a little slower, like they were heavy or something. And she would smile differently, too. Like it was nice to think about him, but it was sad at the same time. I guess that’s why we rarely talked about him. I don’t even know how they met. The most she ever told me was that he’d gotten her out of some trouble when I was just a baby, but I never got the details.

Tonight, she was wearing the same sad smile she always did when she talked about him. Her finger traced a little circle just in front of my mouth. “The nose and chin especially,” she said. Anyone who knew him would recognize you in an instant.”

I smiled. As much as I missed my father, I liked it when Nurse Ophelia talked about him. But then she added something strange.

“You look just like him. That’s one of our problems …” She took a deep breath and shook her head.

So I looked just like my father. She’d told me that before. Big whoop. Didn’t most kids look like their parents?

“That must be how that man recognized you,” she said. “He must have known your dad.” She spoke slowly, as though she was trying to convince herself. Her eyes were staring past me into space.

“I don’t understand what the problem is,” I said.

Nurse Ophelia put her elbows on the armrests of her chair and started massaging her temples. “So many bizarre things have happened tonight. I just need a minute to clear my head and think things through, okay?”

After a few moments she looked up at me and continued talking.

“Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m okay,” I said.

“Are you getting better?”

“I feel fine. I feel strong. I am strong.”

This was true. When you’re alone most of the time, you need to have ways to keep your mind busy. Exercise is great for this. And reading, too. I never felt lonely when I was moving, or buried in a good book.

“I know you’re strong. But do you think you’re getting any better?”

I didn’t know what she was getting at, so I just shrugged.

“How did things go with Charlie?” she asked.

“Fine,” I answered. “He’s always happy when the school year’s over.”

She smiled, but her eyes still had a far away look.

“What is it?” I asked her again.

She sat up in her chair and focused her eyes on me. I was surprised to see how tired she looked. Not haggard. Just deflated. And sad. She took a deep breath, as though she was gearing up to say something important, but before she could get started she was cut off by a quiet hum and a beep. She reached down to her waist and unclipped her pager.

“What now?” she muttered. She’d barely had a second to read the message when the phone beside us rang. It was the house phone, so the call was coming from somewhere inside the ward.

“That will be Roberta,” she said, nodding towards the phone. She clipped the pager back to her belt. “I have to make a call. And I need to get back to work.”

The disappointment on my face must have been pretty obvious because Nurse Ophelia reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. Then she gave it a gentle squeeze and got up to leave the room. When she reached the doorway she turned around.

“I’ll check in with you as soon as I have a minute,” she said. “We can talk then, and if not, I’ll come in early tomorrow night. Okay?” She pressed her lips together in a flat smile. I did my best to smile back. Then she slipped into the hall.

I sat there by myself for a few minutes, just looking around the room at all the empty tables. It was strange to imagine that in a few hours everyone would be awake. The room would be packed, and full of the sounds of people eating and talking together. I stood up and started back to my room. It bothered me to be there, all of a sudden. I couldn’t say why.

Just before dawn Nurse Ophelia knocked at my door. Four quick raps. She opened it a crack, and light from the hall made a yellow line across the floor. She slipped in quietly and set the rest of my brain cocktail on my desk. I must have left it behind.

“I have to go now,” she said. Then she asked me again if I was all right. I’m not sure if I answered. I probably didn’t, because she put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze, just like she had earlier in the dining room. Sometimes you had to do that to get my attention. And it didn’t always work.

I often got quiet. It seemed to upset everyone, but I didn’t think it was that big a deal. I just had a lot on my mind, that’s all. And I didn’t always want to
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