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The Death of Me:

A Life in About a Minute

By Jack Ewing




Countdown

“Hurry up, Ernie.” Patrolman Bob Beaudreau’s tense voice drifted over a shoulder to his partner. “Looks like he’s still alive.” He bent to the unmoving form. At his back he heard Ernie Youngblood’s adenoidal wheeze calling dispatch for an ambulance.

The kid didn’t look good—not that he’d win any beauty contests under normal conditions. Long, thin face puckered and pinched like a rotting plum, a patina of sweat making it seem greasy. Skin the color of putty with abrasions scraped on nose, cheeks and chin. Nostrils flared, the size of dimes. Shit-brown eyes bulging frog-like from their sockets. Gaping mouth flecked with bloody foam, the tip of the tongue poised as though to snare a fly. Breathing in shallow, shuddering gasps.

The boy lay on one side, bony knees drawn up against talon-like fingers clutching at his abdomen. A dark stream, the kid its origin, meandered sluggishly down the asphalt driveway, answering the call of gravity.

They’d spotted him about dawn, during the last hour of patrol through quiet residential neighborhoods surrounding the university. At first, they’d thought it was a bundle of rags someone had tossed aside. As they drew closer, they saw sneakers and slight movement. Suddenly, it had become quite clear what was lying there.

“Easy, kid.” Patrolman Beaudreau put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and knelt to look at the wound. “Let’s see what we can do.” He gently drew the rigid hands away. 

The jacket’s cloth—in the colors of a local high school—parted, revealing a shredded shirt soaked with blood. Beaudreau could gaze directly into the boy’s bowels through deep gashes that began at the belt line and zigzagged upwards. Between the edges of the wound a loop of intestine emerged like a pale, dripping serpent rising from a swamp. In chill morning air, faint steam and a disgusting stench lifted from the awful hole. 

Beaudreau turned suddenly aside and vomited up the six cups of coffee, the tuna fish sandwich on wheat, the mound of potato salad, and the slice of deep-dish apple pie he’d consumed during an otherwise routine, uneventful shift. The small, multicolored stream joined the larger red river on a parallel journey.

When Patrolman Youngblood waddled over, his young partner, two months out of the academy, looked almost as bad off as the victim, both were so white. At least his partner was standing, more or less. “They’ll be here in a couple minutes,” he wheezed into Beaudreau’s wan, glossy face. “How’s the kid?”

Beaudreau shook his head, looking ready to toss his cookies again. 

Youngblood squatted to see for himself. He took in the injury, got a whiff, and felt queasy for an instant. But a decade on the force and countless examples of his fellow man’s inhumanity had conditioned him. He fought successfully against the urge to blow lunch, popping a piece of chewing gum into his mouth to get rid of an unpleasant brassy taste. He offered a stick to his partner, who accepted gratefully.

The victim settled onto his back, hands resting on his abused belly. His legs straightened and the feet canted outward.

Youngblood unfolded a clean handkerchief and pressed it to the boy’s stomach. 

The cloth was sopping in an instant. Who’d have thought a scrawny body like this held so much blood? He looked absently at his stained fingers and leaned closer to the boy’s face, which seemed carved from wax. “Kid,” he said, not unkindly, “you’re not gonna make it. You know that, don’t you?” 

There was no response.

He gripped the boy’s shoulder, eliciting a moan that seemed to come from the center of the torn body. “Kid, listen. Can you tell us who did this to you?” He leaned forward, tilting his head so an ear almost touched the boy’s lips. 

Beaudreau, now recovered some, bent closer too, hands upon spread knees.

The boy made no sound, save for the ragged intake and outtake of breath. His Adam’s apple, like a goiter on the skinny neck, bobbed up and down. His eyes rolled back and forth, as though following the path of an invisible pendulum.

“Kid,” said Youngblood, his voice made breathy by urgency, “who done it? Tell us and we’ll get him for you. I promise.” 

He had no right to make such a promise. Hell, they were lucky if they caught a quarter of those who committed serious crimes. And when they grabbed a felon, why, half the time the courts just turned him loose again. It was damn discouraging. 

“Kid. Say something.”

“No use,” Beaudreau whispered. “I don’t think he can hear you.”

Far in the distance, a siren wailed towards them.

A pair of middle-aged, early-morning joggers noticed the patrol car’s flashing lights and swerved across the street to run in place not ten feet from where the boy lay. “What happened?” one asked, breath coming fast in little white puffs, like faint smoke signals. He was tall, anorexic, wore earmuffs.

Youngblood rounded, ready to wave him away.

But the tall jogger said, “Hey, isn’t that one of the Fleenor boys?” He pointed to the still figure with a mitten-encased hand and turned to his companion for confirmation.

The short, pear-shaped jogger with a watch cap craned his globular head for a look and nodded. “Yeah, that’s Waldo. What happened to him?” he asked the officer. “He drunk or something?”

“Or something.” 

The two men stopped jogging and edged closer. 

The man with the cap stepped over the crimson stream flowing from the boy as though it were a mud puddle. He took one look, blanched, and quickly turned his back. “My God!” His hand muffled his voice. “Who did it?”

Standing now, Youngblood shot back a question of his own. “You gentlemen know this boy?”

The fat man sneaked another peek at the boy, and turned his attention to Youngblood. 

“My son, Ted, Theodore Manville, Jr., goes to school with Waldo Fleenor over at Nathan Forrest High. That’s Waldo. That’s his home, right there.” He pointed up the slightly inclined driveway that ended in a carport beside a neat split-level. 

The man’s finger curled like a dry leaf in a flame as its owner realized the significance of the red flood creeping towards his new sneakers. “Is he—” Mr. Manville asked in a hushed voice, unwilling or unable to pronounce the simple, four-letter word.

“No,” said Youngblood. Not yet, anyway, he added privately. “Thanks for the information, Mr. Manville. The officer here will take your names and addresses in case we need you to make a statement later.” He waved his partner forward and the trio of men walked off toward the patrol car. 

The siren was much closer now.

Youngblood returned to the boy and bent over him again. “Waldo,” he said, “Waldo Fleenor, can you hear me?”

The boy did not speak. Waldo’s breath was very shallow now, no louder than a mosquito’s drone. His chest rose and fell almost imperceptibly. His face was no longer contorted in pain, but relaxed. The eyes had stopped roaming. The boy’s gaze was fixed on Youngblood, staring at the patrolman and through him.

“Waldo,” said Youngblood again, “you don’t got much time. Tell me, who stabbed you, son? Who did it? I swear we’ll get him.” 

Nothing. No movement, no sign, no word. 

Youngblood reached forward to feel for a pulse.

The boy’s shiny red right hand gathered itself into a loose fist with thumb upright. With agonizing slowness the fist rose on the fulcrum of the elbow, wobbling sideways with the effort. The sharp-knuckled clump of fingers reached the perpendicular and fell back. The outstretched thumb lightly thumped the boy’s chest. Fist and thumb rose an inch and fell again, then collapsed into a pile of lax fingers.

Youngblood stood. The boy’s eyes followed him. The patrolman stuck a hand under his glossy-billed hat and scratched with blood-crusted fingers at sandy hair. He knelt again, eyes searching Waldo’s face. “What are you trying to tell me?”

The thin, bloody, excruciatingly long fingers stirred themselves, collected, pivoted upward on the ball of the thumb, balanced an instant, crashed silently into a heap upon the splotched fabric of his jacket.

All at once, Youngblood got it. “You’re pointing to yourself? You’re saying you did it?”

Impossible. The angle of the cuts, Youngblood’s practiced eye told him, indicated the weapon had come in low, cutting edge upward, ready to slice and dice. Even if the kid had somehow nerved himself to stab once, he’d never be able to repeat the feat again and again like some suicidal warrior in a late-night Japanese movie. And, anyway, where was the weapon, if he had somehow managed it? No, this was a professional job, he’d bet a month’s pay on it. Even a contortionist couldn’t have cut himself this way. You didn’t have to be a friggin’ detective to figure that out, no sir!

Beaudreau had finished with the joggers, who now pattered up the street, glancing backwards and muttering to one another. A dozen whispering onlookers, drawn from surrounding houses like moths to the flashing lights, formed a loose semicircle just beyond the patrol car.

The younger officer rejoined his partner crouched over the boy. “Learn anything?” he asked, watching the kid’s face slacken, the eyes almost benevolent. He listened to the labored, raspy breathing.

“Nah.” Youngblood stood, his gaze still glued to the now motionless hand. “Every time I ask who done it, he points to himself.”

“Could he?”

“Not a chance. He’s probably in deep shock. Seen it before. Don’t know what’s going on, what he’s doing, where he is. Odds are, he don’t even know we’re here.”

“He didn’t say anything at all?”

“Nope. And I don’t think he’s ever going to.” Youngblood lowered his voice. “He’ll be dead soon.”

“Too bad,” said Beaudreau. “How long you reckon he’s got?” He reached for a cigarette, lit it with a shaky hand.

“Dunno. Five minutes, max.”

Beaudreau squinted down at Waldo. “You really think so? He’s lasted this long. I’d give him about ten minutes.”

“Five minutes or ten, what’s it matter? He’s a goner.”

Beaudreau pulled Youngblood aside. “You a betting man?”

“Who don’t like to gamble?” The older patrolman frowned. “What you got in mind?”

“Let’s see how long he lasts. A twenty says more than five minutes. You on?”

Youngblood’s frown deepened. His mouth turned down at the corners. “You want to bet how long it takes this kid to die?”

Beaudreau shrugged. “Why not? Won’t matter to him.”

“I don’t know.” Youngblood’s face was troubled, his eyes like spots of faded denim. “Sounds kinda ghoulish.”

“Well, make up your mind or the bet’s off. He’s going fast.”

Youngblood heaved a raspy sigh. “Okay. I’ll time it. But let’s up the bet: Fifty says he fades away less than five minutes from—” he glanced down at his wristwatch, waited until the sweep second hand reached twelve “—right now.”

Beaudreau’s gaze darted from the watch to the boy and back again. “I wonder what really happened.”

“We’ll probably never know.” 

As the words cleared Youngblood’s lips, the ambulance roared around a corner three blocks away and raced towards them, lights flashing wildly, siren rising in a banshee scream.




64 seconds

“Daaaaaaadddddeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.” 

That’s me, age three, rattling at the rim of Father’s Sunday newspaper. Asking him the same question for the umpteenth time: “Daddy! When is my mommy coming home?”

He ignores me. 

I rattle harder. I whine. 

“Huh?” He draws half the paper towards himself to peer over an in-folded corner. “What is it now, Waldo?”

“When is my mommy coming home?” I repeat monotonously. She has been gone an eternity to my childish perspective of time. Long days spent with surly strangers while Daddy is away at work.

“We’re picking her up at the hospital this afternoon,” he says, glaring down at me. “How many times do I have to tell you?” 

The paper is up between us once more. I am out of sight, nearly out of mind again. “You’ll see your mommy in just a little while,” he says from behind the black-and-white barrier. “Now go and play and keep out of my hair, for Christ’s sake.” He is lost in the newsprint.

But I do not care. My world is secure once more. I have been reassured, as I will be every ten or fifteen minutes. 

For now, I have my many toys and piles of picture books.

I have my very own room, all to myself, and a big closet full of clothes and shoes just for me. 

I have plenty of food, whenever I want. 

And soon, I’ll have the constant attention of the only person who really matters: 
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