ONE BEHIND THE EYE

By Richard Jay Parker

One behind the eye.  Kathleen ran her finger lightly around the edge of her socket as if it could absorb some of the ache inside her head.  She needed a painkiller but she’d looked in her handbag and was all out.  From her uncomfortable seat she looked across the airport concourse to the shops at the other side but didn’t want to budge.  Couldn’t give up her position.  Pangaen airlines had cancelled all its outgoing flights and while their stock plummeted, the value of their foam and metal benches briefly rocketed.  Even though she desperately needed to go to the bathroom to fix her face and pee, she wasn’t going anywhere.

She could feel her heart feeding the pain with a pump action.  Adrenaline was always in plentiful supply before she got on a flight and now the whole experience had been extended indefinitely. 

She tried to distract herself by playing the Frankenstein game with the steadily thickening soup of human vexation around her.  What gruesome parts were these people made up of?  She scanned the row of people seated opposite her.  The faces were united in spleen for the airline but they all looked like normally respectable people.  But what traumas had they experienced in their lives?  What made them the people they were even if outwardly there was no indication?  When they looked at her sitting quietly – thirty-four years old, red, naturally crimped hair hanging over her face – did they suspect the ugly experiences she was composed of?  If they looked closer would they see the real evidence?

She supposed not many people played the game but she felt reassured to know that somebody amongst the teeming crowd in the airport lounge had probably lived through what she had.  

Her gaze returned to the young mother as she knew it would.  She was curled up on the bench with her two-year-old, both asleep, daughter tucked into the crevice of her neck.  They both shared the same flushed cheeks but seemed oblivious to the pandemonium around them.  There was a lot to be said for exhaustion.

She should have been feeling it by now but her pounding circulation and her need to stay awake for Don’s call kept her spine straight.  The phone felt hot and sweaty in her palm.  How long had it been since he’d returned her call?  There was a flight to DC.  He said he’d get her on it.  Said sit tight and leave everything to him.  She was relieved to have him jumping the queue for her, pulling strings from home.

She looked further along the row.  An elderly couple sat beatifically amongst the glum faces.  What had they both been through together to make this episode merely an amusing inconvenience?  Their years meant haste had become a luxury they couldn’t afford.  But they also meant that their experiences had probably encompassed things that all the people huffing around them couldn’t begin to conceive of.

Kathleen had lived for less than four decades and already she could feel the weight of the parts that had been bolted to her.  Those endless days she’d spent waiting in that poky room for the doctors to come and tell her what she already knew. Her praying that each dialysis could prolong the time she had with Sophie – hoping it could extend their togetherness beyond her fourth Birthday.  That time had eaten away at her and Kathleen had become deathly ill when it had ended in the way that was as inconceivable as it was inevitable.

Nightmare days that had become a part of her – made her who she was.  Everything seemed like it should have ended there.  But she’d had to go on, single mother becoming single again, nobody to help her before she met Don.

The bench area directly behind the slumbering mother and daughter snagged her attention.  A woman was having a fit.  A group of ex-passengers stood around her to relieve the boredom until a man appeared with a bag.  Moments later the incident was over and people dispersed.  But the panic lingered with Kathleen.  It’s over, she told herself but she kept looking at the girl as if it would happen again.  The couple were chatting normally now.  

This was way beyond how uptight she normally felt before a flight and she was suddenly seized by a desperate need to go to the bathroom.  Fix her face, pee.  The people opposite had been staring at her too long.  But now she couldn’t rise.  A panic attack was soaking through her back.  She had to get painkillers – her blood felt like iron filings through her temples.

She made herself stand and felt like she’d downed a couple of bottles of wine.  She’d emptied plenty in her time but the dry sickness that accompanied this was unlike any nausea she’d experienced before.  She felt something prickle in the palm of her hand.  She looked at it.  She was holding something that looked like a baby rodent – hairless and translucent, the blue veins of its bloated body visible through paper-thin skin.  Its body breathed quickly in her palm.  She released it and it clattered to the floor.  A hundred heads turn in its direction.  Her phone lay where she’d thrown it and she quickly scooped it up.  It was still vibrating.

‘I’ve got you on the next flight to Washington.  Everything OK?’  But there wasn’t a hint of concern for her in Don’s voice.

‘No.  Everything’s not OK.’  She looked at the people eyeing her and suddenly didn’t have any sense of how loud she was talking.  She tried whispering.  ‘I’ve got to leave.’

‘What are you talking about?  Is someone observing you?’

‘No.’ She realised she’d shouted it because of the sensation in her eardrums.

‘Kath, what the fuck?  Have you been drinking?’

‘I-must-leave.’  She made a concerted effort to dangle each word directly into the phone. 

‘And go where?’

He was right.  Where could she go?  She’d booked out of the hotel.  Her luggage had been checked in.  ‘I don’t feel so good.’

‘Take a valium and keep your eye on the screens.  I’m going to wait for you this end.’  

She didn’t hear him ring off but knew he had.  She squinted at the shopping courtyard and strode towards it, tautening the muscles in her legs and trying to walk decisively through the crowd.  The neon got closer and as shoulder bone slammed hers she wasn’t oblivious to the objections just unsure of which direction they were coming from.

When she reached the edge of the courtyard she was briefly unsure of why she was there.  She focussed on the ladies bathroom door and the long line of passengers waiting to use it.  She thought maybe she could sneak into a staff toilet.  She headed for the sports bar but there was no way through the crowd.  She saw an empty stool nearby and felt the need to sit.  Somebody objected.  There had been a coat on the back of it but she was glad to be seated again.  

A movement at the corner of her eye.  She looked at the small, frosted square window set into the wall beside her.  Something was skittering behind it – something trying to fly against it.  It looked like a moth, eyes glinting silver.   Its body seemed to have a thick covering of dark fur though.  It started banging against the window.  Harder so she could hear the impacts, harder until it started leaving fragments of itself with each strike, white and liver red rivulets running down the pane.  She pushed on the window and it hinged open.  Her daughter, Sophie, was looking at her from the other side; features motionless, smiling with her mouth but not her eyes.

She closed the window again.  She had to get back to where she’d been.  Where things had been normal.  Back to the bench.  She got off the chair and apologised.  She wasn’t sure for what but when she looked back at the table she saw that it wasn’t near a wall and that its occupants’ faces were looking at her through a spectrum of confusion.

Where had she put the phone?  Had she just left it at the table?  It was too late.  She couldn’t go back.  Not even to see her daughter.  She strode back towards the bench, people shifting before she reached them – a carnival of alarmed faces floating by her.

When she got back to the bench she looked for her seat but the row was full and nobody was familiar.  No sleeping mother and child, no elderly couple.  She was in the wrong place.  She looked around frantically and then noticed that the fire extinguisher on the support pillar was crawling up the wall.  All thoughts of finding her seat were momentarily forgotten as she watched its canister bending slowly outwards like a caterpillar and straightening as it slid slowly upwards.  Its motion made her feel even more nauseous but she walked to it and put her hand against the space above it.  Moments later the plastic nozzle was pressing against her wrist as it tried to continue on its course.

She stepped slowly back from it, not wanting to take her eyes from its movement should it do something erratic when she turned her back.  Eventually the crowd she backed into obscured it and she turned and looked for the waiting area where she’d been.  She squinted hard at the faces on the other benches and saw the legs of the child on her mother’s lap.  She strode towards them but her heels weren’t allowing her to get there fast enough.  She removed them as she stumbled in their direction and when she’d reached them turned expecting to see her empty chair.  Somebody was sat in it – a goth girl with face jewellery.  Molten indignation erupted inside her.

She didn’t know what she said to the girl but Kathleen heard the hum of her own voice warm inside her skull.  The girl got up and moved out of the way quickly.  She sat down, expecting to feel safe again but now her accelerated circulation was making the tips of her fingers throb.  She looked at the sleeping mother and child and tried to use them as an anchor to stabilise her surroundings.

The mother woke up and looked at her.  Kathleen didn’t know how long she stared at her but it eventually seemed to anger her.  She couldn’t understand what the mother was saying but she clearly didn’t like being looked at.  But Kathleen didn’t want to look away.  An ugliness animated the mother’s features that Kathleen hadn’t suspected when she’d studied her sleeping earlier.  Her daughter was awake now because the mother was standing up.  Kathleen wondered how she could explain that she would lose her grip if she stopped looking at her but now the mother was on her feet.

Can’t look away.

She could smell the alcohol on the mother’s breath as she shouted at her and then struck Kathleen’s face.

The strike was hard and momentarily the whole scene righted itself as pain kicked in and she listened to the impact fizz in her right ear.  She found herself on her feet and saw the look of horror in the mother’s face.  Her daughter started crying and Kathleen knew why as she looked down.  Half of her face was lying on the floor and she knew that was no hallucination.  

Her glass eye stared up at her from the piece of plastic that had been moulded for her face after her cancer had eaten into her cheek and eye socket.  She used make-up on the insert and the magnets clipped it so snugly into place that it was scarcely visible.  Overhang of hair to mask – the only give away was that her fake eye never blinked.  The face piece covered the hollow in her face, the hollow that Don used for smuggling.

The small plastic bag of white powder fell from the recess of her eye socket onto the floor and when she saw the dust scattered around her stockinged feet she knew the bag had been leaking inside her skull.

The canvas of her reality folded inwards again and she clung to the rockface of the floor as people made high-pitched noises and their shoes moved the sound around her in circles.     

 Don would have a long time to wait.         

