The Procedure

by Mark Yohalem


Today is Thursday the twenty-fifth, and so yesterday I hit my head against the curb.  I kept doing it, again and again, until first I saw red and then I blacked out.  When I woke up, there was a whole crowd of people staring at me, and there was blood that kept getting in my eyes.  Today, they’re finally going to go through with the procedure.  They’re going to take me away and I don’t think I can stop them this time.


I’m sitting in the waiting room.  It’s white and the light is harsh, the kind that makes your veins look purple under your skin.  It makes everything look worse, and I like it.  But it’s sterile.  Lifeless.  Just like this world of ours.  It’s like the whole damn world is in the room, surrounded by the white walls under the flood lighting.  Yeah.  The doctor is talking to me and my mom has her hand on mine, but I don’t feel it and I don’t hear them.  I’m trying to remember my poem.  I need to hold onto something.  Something real.  “Why are we no longer blinded by the light,” it began, “but instead forced to grow sightless in the endless gray?”  It’s coming back to me, but I’m starting to hear them again.  I can’t hold them out any more.


“That wasn’t a very good idea,” the doctor is saying, shaking his head.  He’s telling me that I was stupid, but I already know.  “All you did was get a nasty bruise.”  They’re all looking at me, my mom, my dad, and Scott, all of them.  They can’t imagine how I could do it.  Looking in the mirror this morning, seeing the torn, purple flesh, I had trouble imagining it too.  But I’m made of harder stuff than them.  “Why did you do it?” the doctor asks, looking at my face.  I look at him, but I don’t see him or hear him.  I see another doctor, another day, and hear the same question.


“Why did you do it?” he asked, in the same pediatrician’s voice, concern wrapped in condescension.  There wasn’t even a shred of respect in it, like I wasn’t worth listening to.  He didn’t want an answer.  He couldn’t have understood it even if I had told him.  “Your parents were very worried.”  He shook his head, the same shake, the same false-sympathy that I’m supposed to be seeing now, in the present.


He was talking about me running away.  I’d finally done it.  I had grabbed a backpack full of food, broken my window and run out into the night.  I was looking for something real.  I liked the feeling of the glass cutting me as I went through and my blood was warm in the cold night air.  I ran down to Southside, where I could see men strung out on heroin, with their breath forming clouds in front of them.  This was real.  There was a rat crawling by the gutter.


“I dunno,” I said.  “I just wanted to.”

“Do you know why you wanted to, Steven?” he asked slowly.  He was looking in a manila folder that was filled with the charts and tables that explained me.


“Yes.”


“Then why did you do it?”


“Because I just wanted to,” I mocked, but he didn’t even look up.  “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”


“Your parents are very worried about you,” he said again, this time more seriously.  He put down the folder, but left it open.  “They want to take good care of you, Steven.”  He kept saying my name, again and again, the whole time.  Like he knew me.  But he didn’t.


“Why can’t I just do what I want?” I asked.  He smiled, as if he had trapped me.


“Because you’ll hurt yourself.”


“No I won’t,” I promised.  “Just let me be!”


“Steven,” he began, turning to a page in the folder, “it says here that you were brought into Trinity on January third, with severe lacerations all across your arms.  You hurt yourself there, didn’t you?”


“No, that was what I wanted.  If it’s what I wanted, it’s not hurting myself.  I’m just being what I want to be.  Why can’t I do that?”


“Well, then on the eighth,” another page, another story, “there was the incident with Sue.  Maybe you can tell me about it?”  He closesd the folder and leaned forward, with his arms on his desk, like I’m the center of his attention.  But his eyes looked through me, because he couldn’t see me.  He just saw what he wanted to see.  He saw the scars and the bruises and the hair.  Not me.


“It’s all there,” I said, pointing the folder.


“You hurt her, Steven.  Why did you want to hurt her?”

“I didn’t want to hurt her!” I cried.  “You don’t understand!”


“Then help me understand,” he said.


But he couldn’t have understood, not even if I had tried to explain it to him.  I couldn’t find the right words, and maybe they don’t exist.  I wanted to tell him what I had felt, but it wouldn’t have made sense to him.  “I didn’t want to hurt her,” was all I could say, and he simply shook his head.


“Well, you pushed her to the ground, and you held her down with one hand while you tore her blouse off.  And then,” he kept telling the story but I didn’t need to hear him.  I already knew it, because I had done it.  But the way he told it was wrong, everything was wrong, because he was looking down on it, not outward.  He didn’t know the prologue.  He finished talking, and I just nodded.  “If you weren’t trying to hurt her, you certainly messed up,” he concludes.


“I just wanted to let her feel real,” I whispered.


“Was it worth giving up the hills to fill the valleys?” I want to ask, because I’ve never told my poem to anyone.  But the doctor wouldn’t understand and neither would my family.   They don’t understand me, because they can’t, because they’re right for this world of theirs.


“Steven,” my mom says, and I look at her and want to cry.  Her eyes are puffy and red.  “I just want you to be happy, Steven.”  What can I tell her?

“I don’t want to be happy,” I reply.  “I want to be me.”


“You’ll still be yourself,” says the doctor.  “In fact, you’ll be more yourself than ever.  Same body, same mind, same heart.  It’s your hormones that are the problem, Steven.”  How can I tell them that the soul lies in the hormones?  They would just laugh, and maybe I should be laughing too.  “You’ll finally be able to act the way you want to act, without all your problems getting in the way,” he’s still talking.


I don’t see how I can get away this time.  When they started giving me the pills, I could put them under my tongue and hide them.  I would spit them out when my mom wasn’t looking, then grind them under my foot.  They figured that out in a few months, so I would swallow the pills, then shove my hand down my throat in the bathroom.  Bent over a toilet, my knees in stale urine, I would come back to life.


“In four hours, we’re going to shave your head,” he’s describing the procedure for me, but I refuse to listen.  I think back to Southside, to the one moment when I could finally see.


I lured the rat over to me with food.  It was hungry and half-starved and it moved slowly.  I caught it in my hands and held it, but it started to scratch and bite.  I reveled in it, in the filth, and I broke its back.  I don’t know why I did it, what made me do it, but there was something magical about it all.  Down in Southside, where there are whores on the corner, I could feel alive.


My parents started taking things away from me when I was ten.  It started with the old music I would listen to.  They couldn’t understand why I would want to listen to something that hurt my ears, songs about pain and the devil and drugs that no one used any more.  There were lots of songs that I could listen to in my room with beautiful voices and instruments.  But the world was already a beautiful place.  It was like a pastel painting where you couldn’t see where one color stopped and the next started.


They took away my music, and then my books.  I had just wanted to escape, to get away, to where I could be myself.  “Be happy!” they begged. But I wasn’t happy.  I couldn’t be happy with the people around me, just as faded and empty as the world they moved through.


The pills started when I first cut myself.


“We have come full circle: blind in the darkness...”  He’s talking about the recovery phase now, about the bland food I’ll need to eat.  He doesn’t realize that it’s not the food that’s bland, it’s us.  We can’t taste anything because there’s nothing left inside us to recognize it.  Our lives are like oatmeal and Jell-o and milkshakes.  There’s nothing left in them that’s spicy or needs chewing or...


“...has too much salt in it, because your body will need to stay hydrated.  You should start to notice the changes immediately.  Your heart rate should slow down a bit and you won’t have any more uncontrollable fits...”


But they aren’t uncontrollable.  Everything I’ve done has been for a purpose. They think it’s the violent things that are out of control, but that’s not true.  If you leave something alone, it just sits there.  You don’t need to be in control to move through life the way they do, each step planned out by some man-made destiny.  They don’t know that burning trees and screaming rats have their place in creation too.


“I want to show you what your body can feel,” I told her, touching her face with my hand.  She smiled and I smiled back, and then later she was kicking me and screaming.  But there’s a place for that too.  We can’t forget it.  They’ve just left it all for me, because I’m the only one who realizes it.  I have to do all the work they are afraid of, or ashamed of.


I hate the world.  It is not my world.  I hate my body.  It is not my body, it was never meant to hold my soul.  And so I’m fighting it every day from the inside, filling it with hormones it can’t understand, firing nerves like broken power lines, cutting it and torturing it until it lets me free.


I just wanted to let her know that there was something else.  Something beyond the world that they’ve shown us.


“Mouths still unformed, like aborted fetuses we die,” I finally say, and they all look at me and shake their heads.  It’s not an image they want to see.  It doesn’t exist for them any more, in a world where chemicals and acids and tubes hide reality.  They’re looking at me and so I decide I’ll try to talk to them, one last time.


“Why can’t you set me free?  Let me go my way and find my place.  It’s not here with you.”  I see that my words do nothing but hurt them.  My mom rubs her fingers into my sweating palms.  I can’t stand it.  I can’t stand the love they heap upon me.  They’re trapping me in chains.  “Please, it’s not right.  It’s not right to change a person if he doesn’t want to be changed.”


“You don’t know who you are,” says the doctor.  “You’ve never had a chance to know.”


“I do know who I am.  Just because I’m not who you want,” but the argument dies on my lips.  It’s too late.  The minute hand is turning.


Yesterday was the twenty-fourth, and all my classmates threw me a going away party.  They knew that I would be going to the hospital for a long time, so they baked me a cake and sang for me.  Even Sue sang, and smiled.  They closed off a whole block in front of the school just so they could have a party for me.  The teachers looked at me and smiled, because they thought they could make me happy.


And while they sang and smiled, I tried to break free on the pavement.


“Transmuted from the image of God to worthless dust.”


It’s almost over now.  I can already feel myself slipping away.  I try to remember my poem, but it’s going too.  I try to clench my fist, but my hand won’t listen to me.  No one will.  Not even my hand can understand me any more.


I know that I won’t die.  I’ll be a prisoner here, a blissful prisoner of the world.  Just like the rest of them.


But I don’t even know that any more.  Every secret I once had is vanishing, all my passions are washing out.  I’m starting to smile.

