PURO/ADRENALINE/7

ADRENALINE
By 

David Puro
Ed really owes me for this one. 
Bill turned left into the doctor’s parking area and saw the new sign, “Hillside Therapeutic Institute.” So much less charged than “Psychiatric,” he thought, bitterly. He slammed the car door and watched the ghostly ballet as his breath danced in the last throes of winter. He hated screening the addicts, but when Ed pleaded, his usual internist in bed with the flu, Bill couldn’t bring himself to leave his old friend high and dry. 
He weathered a dull undercurrent of panic as he crossed the threshold. His mother’s face, slack above a hospital gown, appeared. “William, why don’t you visit more? William?” He pushed it away. You’d think after fifteen years . . . . He took the elevator to the third floor and pushed the intercom.  “Dr. Stevenson, here to see Brenda Caruso.” There was an unusually long delay then the buzzer sounded and he felt the handle give.

A black woman who looked the age of his high school daughter occupied the glass-partitioned nurse’s station on his left. A dying fluorescent bulb flickered as an Internet news feed intoned from the computer speakers . . . and a memorial service commemorating the fifteenth anniversary of the 9-11 terrorist attack is scheduled for next month . . . .  The girl looked up from a magazine and said, “I’m K-Tanisha, one of the TA’s. One moment.” She disappeared down the hall and returned two minutes later. “Brenda is in room 8. Come with me.”

He glanced at the photo on the ID tag. The camera had played flattering games with reality. Tanisha Wilson.

The room was standard issue; bed, dresser, table—the one concession to the “therapeutic environment” a cheap motel-grade print of a farm scene. Statistics said boys with this disorder outnumbered girls by ten to one, so he’d had visions of a hulking tomboy. The prejudice went unrewarded as he studied the girl’s pale, slight frame. “Hello—I’m Dr. Stevenson. I’m here to make sure you don’t have any medical problems that might interfere with your treatment.” 
She shrugged, displaying the same brooding expression as the aide.

The exam went routinely, and afterward Bill headed back toward the nurses’ station to complete his notes. The aide stood talking to a light-skinned youth with a reversed ID tag who appeared not much older. She grew quiet as he approached. Bill felt uncomfortable, then foolish for feeling that way in front of a couple of kids, and resorted to banality. “Seems a bit quiet today.” 

“Yeah,” they replied in unison.

His discomfort level was redlining and he considered calling for the charge nurse, but he felt his mother hovering over his shoulder and the need to escape was stronger. He quickly completed his dictation, wrote a few orders, and jumped up to leave. Just as he reached the door screams from a room down the hall collapsed the fragile scaffold of denial. 

“Please! No . . . no! No more!”


Bill turned to the aides. “Sounds like trouble. Maybe we’d better—”


“They can handle it,” the boy replied. “This happens all the time.” But his head, swiveling back and forth, bird-like, belied the statement. 

Bill’s heart pounded. I better get out of here.

A boy who couldn’t have been more than eighteen came striding down the hall and, without acknowledging Bill, called to the first aide, “Kerry, I need a hand.”
As the two of them rushed off Bill recalled the name he’d seen on the ID badge and his knees grew weak. In a voice half an octave higher than he’d intended he called to the remaining TA, “Could you buzz me out?” 


The young man’s eyes narrowed. “Uh, you OK, doc?”


“I’m fine . . . please, just buzz me out!”


“You don’t look so fine to me.”


Bill’s gut twisted and his adrenals squeezed. He repeated, “Could you buzz me out now, please?” Suddenly, another scream from down the hall drained the blood from his face.
“Why are you doing this?” the voice wailed. “Stop! I’ll do what you want! Stop!”


The voice was Ed’s.
***
Bill alternately paced the room and pressed his ear to the door, but could only detect urgent voices on the other side, the meaning obscured by poor acoustics and the screams replaying over and over in his head. He retried the door handle, then brushed sweaty palms through his hair and paced some more, searching for a plan, but his mind bobbed unsteadily in a sea of fear; the faster he bailed, the more flooded in.

After a half hour that stretched to an eternity, the door opened and a dark-haired man in his late teens or early twenties entered. “Please,” Bill said, “Let me see Dr. Saperstein.”

The young man appraised him coldly before replying, “Sure. Why not?” He grabbed Bill’s arm and shoved him into the hall. A group of boys, none older than their mid-teens, grew silent as he approached and eyed him with a mixture of suspicion and hostility. The dark-haired man deposited him in another room two doors down. “Treat him. Let me know what you need.”

The door slammed and the bolt clicked into place. A man sat on the floor against the far wall, head cradled in his hands, knees drawn. The room smelled foul, and a pool of vomit spread outward at the man’s feet. Bill knelt and said, “Ed . . . Ed, what have they done to you?”

The face that met his gaze was a chilling caricature of his old friend’s: two purple crescents supporting the eyes, a trail of caked blood beneath the left nostril, and a swelling over the left cheek that lent an asymmetry to the whole affair that would have been comical if it hadn’t been so real. The eyes, normally animated, were dull. “I wish you hadn’t come, Bill. Now they’ve got you too.”
“They asked me to treat you, Ed. Where does it hurt? I mean . . . .” he trailed off, feeling foolish.
Ed forced a smile that pain twisted into a grimace. “Who are you trying to kid? You’re nothing but a lowly internist. I need one of those hot-shot surgeons.”

“Can you get up?”

“I-I think so. I’m a little dizzy.”

Bill helped him to the bed, then performed a cursory exam. “I don’t think you have anything too serious, but I can’t be sure without X-rays. I think your zygoma may be fractured,” he said, tapping his own cheek, “and you have a couple of bruised or broken ribs.” 
Bill requested some cold packs and cleaning supplies, which were provided, and pain-killers, which were not. After applying the cold compresses, he cleaned the floor and Ed’s contaminated shoes, then asked, “Can you tell me what happened?”
 “We screwed up. These kids are hard-core adrenaline junkies—the worst kind. They cut their teeth on primitive game violence, then moved on to visor-driven 3-D stuff with names like ‘Black Death 2010’ and ‘Killer City.’ They’ve spent most of their waking lives competing ‘under the visor,’ killing and maiming. They were an accident waiting to happen. Remember Phil Hernandez?”
“The vascular surgeon at Good Samaritan? Sure. He was into sky-diving, if I recall. What’s he got to do with this?”

“The adrenaline rush. He didn’t even know he was addicted. He and his wife Susan were out there every weekend free-falling. After a while, nothing else gave them a kick. But for these patients the ‘fix’ is blood and guts, not amusement rides or free-fall, and if they don’t get it under visor . . . .” He shrugged.
Bill jumped as the lock clicked and the dark-haired young man entered.
“How’s the doc doin’?”

Bill opened his mouth but Ed answered first: “How do you think, Carmine? Sore as hell, but still alive. What I want to know is whether that will remain a permanent condition.” He swiveled his legs to the floor with a grunt and glowered.

The young man smirked. “We all gotta go sometime, doc. Nothin’s permanent.”

Ed flashed a look of disgust.
“I don’t know what’s gonna happen yet. The guys look up to me, but . . . there’s been complications, you know? We haven’t been able to figure what’s best.”

“What ‘complications’?”

Carmine paused, then said, “John Hernandez is hurt—bad. I don’t think he’s gonna make it.”

Bill looked at Ed in alarm. “Who’s—?”

“John’s our security chief.” Then to Carmine, “How bad? What happened? I take it you haven’t called for help?”

“You crazy? Even if I wanted to, the guys’d tear me apart. Bobby and Rico got a little too . . . aggressive. Besides, it’s too late.”

Bill blurted, “You should let a professional decide that. You—”

Warning voices collided. “Bill!” “Shut up! No one’s talking to you!” 

“Bill,” Ed said wearily, “I think it’s better if I speak to the boys. Carmine, let Dr. Stevenson check him out. He’s not a surgeon, but maybe we can stabilize him. And if you’re going to hold us, let us join the other staff members . . . please.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Me and the guys are having another meeting.”

“Maybe I . . . Dr. Stevenson and I can sit down with everyone . . . work something out.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, doc. Most of the guys are in favor of blastin’ you—and Dr. Bill here.”

“And you?”

“I dunno—yet. That’s why we’re having a meeting.” He turned and left.

For the first time, Bill felt the gravity of the situation on a visceral level. He said numbly, “We might not walk out of here.” 

***
“Pipe down!” Carmine surveyed the fourteen faces in the cramped staff conference room. Light streamed through the bars outside the four windows. A large rectangular table surrounded by worn navy blue chairs took up most of the space. Carmine sat on the table’s edge; the others stood. “One at a time. Age before beauty. Bobby?”

“I say blast ‘em. We’re all goin’ to the joint anyway, with Hernandez already blasted to Hell. Might as well have a little fun.”

A few of the others hooted their approval. Carmine waved them quiet. “Rico?”

“Sounds like a ‘once in a lifetime’ to me. Virtual reality without the ‘virtual.’ I’m game.”

The hooting intensified.

Carmine hesitated. Part of him reveled in the excitement, the siren-call of the sweet bloodlust that made his heart tap and his mind expand. Yet another, deeper level kept pulling him back. He said, “Guys, we need to slow down, think this out.” But he felt the momentum growing that would sweep the younger, more gullible gamers along.
“Yeah,” Bobby said, “I’m thinking of how sweet a rush it will be to bash and blast—”

Rico laughed. “I’m thinking of the smell of real blood and guts splattering across the room.”
 Carmine opened his mouth to speak but Gonzo said, “Yeah, the ultimate rush. I can feel it already!” The more tentative gamers were looking around, eyes wide, caught up in the enthusiasm. Carmine realized he’d become irrelevant. Bobby and Rico had blasted Hernandez and had the least to lose. Yelling and hooting, the pair led the others to the door, sweeping past Carmine, his exhortations lost in the clamor. 
***
Bill started at the sound of the bolt being pulled. Two boys, perhaps fourteen or fifteen years old, entered with clubs salvaged from a wooden chair. Their eyes were wild and their bearing did not invite discussion.
“Out!” they yelled as they pulled the men into the hallway, Ed wincing with each tortured step. They were confronted by a large group of hooting youngsters armed with clubs, scissors and needle-topped syringes, and herded into the center to join the other terrified staff members. Bill tried to speak, but he was drowned out by cat-calls. Their captors began pushing them into one another, becoming louder and more aggressive with each shove. Finally, Bobby yelled, “Into the conference room!”
The captives were herded into the room at the end of the corridor, which could then only accommodate five or six of the gamers. The others pressed forward from the hallway, straining for a view of the proceedings. Bill and Ed found themselves closest to the entrance.

 “Bobby, please…,” Ed croaked.
“Shut up, rube!” he yelled, cracking him smartly across the left chest. Ed collapsed, gasping for air. 
Bill, his mind perched in that eternal moment between panic and prayer. knew protesting would be worse than useless; Ed was on his own. He didn’t dare shift his gaze from his captors.
There was a commotion as someone pushed through the group. “Out of the way! Give me room!” Carmine yelled. He glared at the crush of cowering bodies, then stood on a chair. Lifting his club over his head, he turned to the gamers. “Shut up, all of you!” The ones in the back who were slow to respond drew silent at the crack of his club on the door frame.
“Now I’m gonna put my two cents in. First, chumps, this sortie ain’t under the visor. The actions will have real consequences. Second, right now we’re looking at maybe second-degree murder, and we don’t know how things will fall out. We blast the others and it’s first degree murder—mass murder. They’ll ace us all.”
 “Yeah,” Bobby said, “but what a rush! That’s the way I wanna go out—Top Gamer. You chicken?” Some of the others murmured their assent.

Carmine made eye contact with each of them. Most of the younger ones didn’t look quite so certain, and a few looked downright scared. He jumped down and said to Bobby. “Hit me!”

Bobby stood there, lips parted, silent.
“Hit me, punk!”

Bobby drew his fist back, then let it fall. “I don’t want to, man. You’re a gamer.”
“Then don’t ever call me chicken again. It don’t take a Top Gamer to blast a rube. These nov’s are easy pickings. There ain’t no points in blasting ‘em.” He saw some of them nodding, heard murmurs of “He’s right.” He continued, “Good gamers don’t risk mega-points for crapola.”

“The ultimate rush ain’t crapola! Are you with the rubes or the gamers, man?”

Carmine tossed his club across the room at the window, just missing Nurse Wendy’s head and sending glass flying through the bars beyond. “That’s it! I’ve had it with you, chump. First I’m chicken, and now I’m a rube. I’m gonna tear your heart out.”

“Just try.” Bobby swung his club. Carmine leaped back, knocking three staff members over in a domino effect. He barely evaded the next swipe which, however, shattered Nurse Lee Fong’s right femur with an ugly crack. Carmine was up on the conference table and leapt onto Bobby, taking him to the ground, pummeling his face, with Lee’s howls of agony as a backdrop. Bobby yelled between the blows, “Rico, get this rube offa me!”
A blow fell across Carmine’s spine. A second one caught him in the back of the head, and he slumped, lifeless.

Bobby pulled himself stiffly to his feet. Rico handed him his club and he nodded, saying, “Time to boogey.”

Bill spoke, his voice steady. “All right. What are our weapons?”

“Huh?” Bobby asked.

“Our weapons. You’re not going to fight a bunch of unarmed rubes, are you? What kind of gamer are you, anyway? You must be Level 1 under the visor.”

Bobby looked around at his companions, smiling awkwardly. “Let’s blast ‘em.”

Bill laughed. “I knew it. You’re chicken.”
Bobby’s head snapped back, fire in his eyes. He raised the club.

It took all of Bill’s self-control not to flinch. He said, “Go on, hit me. You don’t have an ounce of gamer’s blood in you. You’re a sham—a chump. All words. Maybe one of the little ones has the balls to face me with a weapon.” He raised his voice. “How about it—anyone got the guts to take me on?”

All eyes shifted from Bill to Bobby. The boy’s face reddened. “No one, especially a rube, calls me chicken.” He grabbed Rico’s club and thrust it forward. “Go on, take it! You won’t be holding it for long, nov.” He smiled, suddenly flush with confidence.

Bill dried his palms on his suit pants, then reached for the club. He hoped the trembling wasn’t visible to the others. Eyeing the tip of Bobby’s club making small, lazy circles like a bird of prey, he prayed, Dear God . . . . He heard a scream; it had come from his own throat. Fueled by an adrenaline-fueled amalgam of rage and terror his body propelled forward. He rode Bobby to the floor. Bobby’s club bounced off his back, but Bill was within the arc of the strike and the blow lacked the conviction of his assailant’s intent. Besides, adrenaline had moved Bill beyond the reach of pain. His fist went up and down, his odd shrilling stoking his fury. He tried to stop, but couldn’t. He became vaguely aware of something weighting his arm on each backstroke, then of discomfort on his face and back. The words “stop” and “kill” resonated faintly within the cavern of the ever-present scream. Still, his fist kept moving. 
A deafening crash shook the room. A voice shouted, “Everyone, drop your weapons. Down on the floor! Now!”

***
“How you doing, buddy?” Bill asked.

Over the bubbling of the plastic water trap hooked to the bedrail, Ed replied, “As well as can be expected with a tube poking from my chest. I hate hospital beds—when I’m the one in them. How’s the Top Gamer doing?”

Bill flushed. “Who’s been talking?” 
“Your multicolored face, for one. And Wendy was by earlier. I guess I was wrong, thinking I understood the workings of the gaming mind better than a lowly internist.”

“I got lucky. Desperation is the mother of innovation.”

“You heard about Carmine?”

“Yeah. Poor guy. He’s in the ICU on a ventilator. Massive subarachnoid bleed. Sounds like he won’t make it. I can’t figure if he was trying to protect us or was just a purist, a ‘true gamer.’”
“Bill, haven’t you wondered about the eleventh hour cavalry rescue? Carmine broke that window on purpose. He was sending a distress signal on our behalf.”

Bill whistled. “Son of a bitch! Never guessed. Addiction and heroism are strange bedfellows.”
“We need to reconsider this whole rehabilitation thing. The gaming phenomenon is becoming epidemic. I’m afraid we’re going to have a lot more angry players walking the streets.”

“I know. I have a County Medical Society meeting this week to address it. This thing scared me shitless. But something scared me even more.” Suddenly the room felt small, airless.
 “What’s that?”

“Me. If that S.W.A.T. team hadn’t showed, I might have killed that boy. In hindsight, I suppose I was primed for it the minute I went through the door. Just needed a trigger. There are things I never mentioned to you … to anyone. Anyway, I was just like them—the gamers. A slave to my own adrenaline.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Bill. They’re violent for kicks. You were acting out of self-preservation.”

“Maybe . . . .”

“You know, if you need me, I’m always available.” Ed smiled. “At least in a few weeks.”
“I may just take you up on it. In the meantime, I hope we can get a handle on this gaming thing, now that it’s out in the open.”

Ed sighed. “I hope it’s not too late.”

“Watch it, Ed. Nothing’s worse than a paranoid shrink.” They shared a long overdue laugh.

***
“ . . . And on the national front, the Violent Gaming Syndrome is in the news again as a take-over by patients at Hillside Therapeutic Institute, an outpatient rehabilitation facility specializing in its treatment, resulted in the death of a patient and a security guard. Another patient and two doctors were injured with one reported in serious but stable condition. S.W.A.T teams were needed to quell the riot . . . .”

“Hey, Bagger . . .” Scabbard said, “look. Some of the brothers over at Hillside tried to make a run for it.” He glanced around the day room past the other residents, searching for unwanted ears. The coast was clear. “You know how you been saying this place is getting to you? How much you missed being under the visor? Me, too. I think it’s time we had a meeting with the guys . . . .”
THE END
