Karen

The girl shuffled along the busy sidewalk.  She was trying to move quickly, but found that the faster she went, the more she stumbled.  One step, two steps, stumble.  One step, two steps, stumble.  Slowing her pace a bit would have made the most sense, but for her it wasn’t an option.  The sooner she arrived, the sooner she could get high.   And that was all she could think about for the time being.  One step, two steps, stumble.  

The latest stagger sent her tumbling into an oncoming pedestrian.  Her shoulder slammed hard into his chest, sending her reeling backwards several feet.  She cursed.  Those had been valuable steps that she would now need to make up for.    The man was barely fazed by the impact, but berated her nonetheless.  

“Watch it, bitch,” he shouted, pushing his way past her.  She shook her fist in his direction, too weak to even raise her middle finger in suitable retort.  Spinning back around in the direction she had been traveling, she urged her weary legs to continue on their journey.  The sea of fellow walkers rushed past her, their vibrant clothing and hair streaming quickly by, like the blurred mixture of color you see when glancing out of the windows of a speeding subway.   She closed her eyes and pressed her fingers tightly against her temples.  Beads of sweat rolled off of her forehead and moistened her fingertips.  

When she opened her eyes, she was relieved to see that the activity on the busy street had returned to a normal tempo.  She breathed in a deep sigh, part relief, part exhaustion, then ambled on.  One step, two steps, stumble.  

The girl’s dirty and tattered raincoat flapped about as she trudged ahead.  Its buttons long since lost, she attempted futilely to pull it closed and shield herself from the autumn air.  It wasn’t cold outside, but her emaciated frame provided little natural defense to the elements.  Her jeans, also dirty, had once fit nicely on what was once a shapely figure.  Now however they sagged greatly at the waist and would’ve fallen to her ankles had it not been for a makeshift rope belt.  

Her lips were cracked and dry.  Her skin was pallid and hung sparsely on the well-pronounced bones of her face.  The dark circles under her eyes were the telltale sign of the lifestyle she led.  She may have been pretty once, but the body can only take so much abuse on the inside, before the outside starts to reflect it as well. 

As she moved east, she traveled deeper into Spanish Harlem.  The number of people she had to dodge on her trek seemed to lessen with each block, an inverse relationship to the safety of the neighborhoods she entered.   She passed an electronics store, then staggered down the alley just past a small pizza place.  She seemed not to notice the deep puddle that she stepped in, despite the fact that the holes in her shoes allowed the dirty water to completely drench her feet.  

The alley opened into a courtyard behind a group of small row houses.  The grass of the courtyard was littered with bottles, cans, needles and other leftover evidence of material sin.  Several small children laughed loudly as they kicked a cardboard box back and forth behind one of the tiny, uniform houses.  The girl watched the children as they played.  She figured them to be around ten years old.  Eleven at the most.  Any older and they would’ve been up on the street corner selling drugs.  Life was accelerated for children in these neighborhoods.  They learned to take care of themselves sooner.  They were on their own sooner.  They earned money, they drove cars, had children of their own.  And as their lives were accelerated, so too were their deaths.  

The girl went out of her way to avoid walking past the children, making her way around the row houses to the front.  There, a group of teenagers leaned against the front porch passing a joint.  They took brief notice of the girl, but there was something about her haggard appearance and intoxicated stagger that failed to significantly arouse their interest.  

“You in the wrong place, honey,” she heard one of them shout.  She fretted for a moment, fearing an encounter; not because of the physical harm that they could inflict upon her, but rather because it would further delay her arrival at her destination.  She looked down, knowing that eye contact could be interpreted as an insult or worse, an invitation.  As she made her way past the first set of houses, she felt a sense or relief as it appeared that she wouldn’t have to deal any further with the gang of youths. 

The next row of houses appeared to be houses in only the most liberal definition of the word.  That is to say that they were structures that people had once lived in.  The windows and doors had all been boarded over.  Most of the steps leading up to each small dwelling were broken, and those that weren’t appeared to be anything but sturdy.  Each set of stairs led up to a tattered, front porch surrounded by a broken railing and littered with debris.  The girl smiled.  She was almost home.  

Quickening her pace slightly, she made her way to the final house in the row, the front stairs of which appeared to be in the relatively decent condition. Gingerly, she climbed.  Like the other houses, two-by-fours were nailed across the doorway.  These boards however were just for show, only giving the illusion that they prevented anyone from entering the condemned structure.  The girl glanced back down the street to see if anyone was watching her.  There were a few people still milling about in the street, but none seemed to be paying any attention to her.  That was the one good thing about these types of neighborhoods; apathy was the one constant.  

Rather than being nailed to the door jambs, someone had rigged the boards to rest on two nails while lying across the door’s opening.  The girl reached out and lifted the boards enough to allow her to turn the handle of the door and slip inside.  

Sunlight crept through the boards which covered the windows, providing sparse light to the house’s interior.  She could see several people lying on the floor of the empty living room, a few of whom stirred when the door opened.  The girl didn’t recognize anyone else in the house immediately, and the dim lighting did little to aid in the identification.  She walked over and leaned her back against the wall, then slumped down into a seated position.  Digging into the pockets of her raincoat, she pulled out the few scarce possessions she carried and prepared to take inventory.  It was worse than she thought.  She had a tube of red lipstick, a lighter, a near-empty pack of cigarettes and a few dollars.  Four to be exact.  Not nearly enough to buy herself a good hit.  

As her eyes adjusted to the light she was able to better see the other people lying around the unfurnished room.  A junkie named Holden was passed out a few feet away.  He was a nice kid.  She had shot up with him before.  She decided to check out her other options first, but would try to rouse Holden if necessary.  Across the room there were two other guys preparing to shoot up.  The one, a scruffy looking man of about thirty tied the rubber strap around the bicep of the other who was easily ten years his junior.  Once it was in place, he leaned over and gave the younger man a long, sloppy kiss.  The girl didn’t recognize either of them and, based on what she had just witnessed, figured they wouldn’t want to be bothered.  

Two girls sat below the window on the far side of the room and passed what appeared to be a crack pipe.  They were regular visitors to the row house, but weren’t particularly outgoing.  The girl sighed and looked dejectedly at the scarce belongings which she still clenched tightly in her hands.  She could feel anxious drops of sweat beginning to bead on her forehead.  She needed a fix.  Needed it bad, and needed it now.  

Slowly, the girl pulled herself to her feet, shoved her possessions back into her pocket and slowly sauntered over to the two crack girls.  

“Hey,” she began softly, “Anyone here dealing?”  The crack girls looked suspiciously at her.  They had seen her here many times before and she knew it.  Still they winced and closed in tightly around their stash as she approached.  

“Try the back,” one of the crack girls sneered, motioning with her head toward the room that had once been a kitchen.  The girl attempted a smile and turned off in the direction that the crack girl had indicated.  

Beginning to feel increasingly weak, the girl stumbled into the skeletal remains of the kitchen.  The linoleum floor was yellowed and bubbled up in places.  The sink remained, as did the stove, though the gas and water had long since been shut off.  Cobwebs hung in the corner where she imagined a refrigerator had once stood.  A hole had been cut into the far wall of the kitchen, creating a means of entering the row house next door.  Since this entire stretch of houses had been condemned, these types of ‘doorways’ had been created to allow the junkies, whores and other social pariahs to pass freely from one house to the other without being seen by the outside world.  

The girl crossed through the passage into the second house, entering a large living room similar to that of the first house.  Unlike the first house however, which was completely unfurnished, an old, tattered couch sat against one of the walls.  A man of about her age was sprawled out on the couch while other junkies lay in various spots across the floor.  Upon seeing the girl enter, the man on the couch sat upright.  

“Hey,” he offered, motioning to the torn cushion next to him.  The girl had seen him around before but didn’t know his name.  

“Hi,” she mumbled, leaning against the arm of the couch, but not yet sitting.  “You selling?”  As was common with most of the people she’d encountered in the row houses, the man’s face was bony and gaunt.  His skin appeared to be stretched too thin and she imagined that in the right light you may be able to see through it.  She could tell right away that his hair, a greasy coal-black, had not been washed in days.  His eyes were gray and lifeless.  He smiled up at her, revealing a few rotting, yellowing teeth.  

“Whatd’ya want?” he asked.  The girl closed her eyes and slowly moved her right hand over to her left arm.  With two fingers, she began tapping the vein in the bend of her arm.  

“The ‘H Train’,” the man muttered.  He patted the cushion again.  “Sit down, sweetheart.”  The girl did as she was told.  The man turned away from her and began to fidget with something in the pocket of his jacket.  The girl turned away too, reaching into her own pocket to retrieve the red lipstick.  She glanced back over her shoulder at the man, who was still preoccupied with whatever it was he was looking for in his jacket.  She popped the cap off of the tube of lipstick and quickly ran the red make-up over her lips.  Then replacing the cap, she dropped it effortlessly back into her jacket and turned back to face the man.  

“I’m Karen,” the girl told him.  

“Rick,” the man replied without looking up.  He had finished fishing through his jacket and now unzipped a small black case which rested in his lap.  Inside the case were several syringes, a rubber strap, a spoon and a lighter.  Karen’s blood began to tingle throughout her body.  Her heart was pumping so feverishly that she placed her hand over her chest for fear that Rick would be able to see it beating and sense her needful exhilaration.  

“I’m kinda short,” she began.  She smiled and playfully tugged at her greasy hair.  The man paused from his fidgeting and gave her a quick smile of his own.  

“It’s OK,” he replied.  He reached now into his pants pocket and retrieved a small bag of heroin.  Removing the twist-tie, he dipped the spoon into the bag and scooped out a small amount of the white powder.  

The girl was unable to control herself any longer.  She scooted forward and perched herself on the edge of the couch.  Then reaching into the man’s lap, she yanked the rubber strap out of the small black case. She could feel the adrenaline rushing through her body.  It wouldn’t be long now.  Holding one end of the strap in her mouth, she tied it firmly around her left bicep.  Her mouth began to water.  It was as if she were preparing to sit down for a feast after a week of starvation.  The anticipation that she felt in that moment matched that of every Christmas Eve from her childhood combined into one.   The man spit onto the spoon then used the lighter to heat the mixture of heroin and saliva.  Karen’s leg began to shake as she watched the concoction on the spoon begin to bubble.  

“Almost,” Rick said, but she didn’t hear him.  All five of her senses were focused firmly on the syringe as it sucked up the mixture from the spoon.  She slapped feverishly at the bend in her arm until the vein began to bulge ever so slightly.  Rick turned to her and took her by the wrist.  She closed her eyes and waited.  There would be no pain when the needle pierced her skin.  No reflex; no instinctual desire to wince or pull away.  Only the most euphoric sensation she would ever feel.  

Rick pushed hard on the plunger sending the drug rushing into her veins.  She moaned audibly.  It was as if at once her entire body became stiff, then tingled and began to rise off the couch.  Weightless.  She experienced a complete release.  All her tension, her anxieties, her fears, unease, angst, whatever, were simply expelled from her body.  She fell back into the soft cushions of the couch which seemed to completely absorb her, to coddle her like a small child.  She opened her eyes.  She could see Rick smiling at her from his seat on the couch.  She watched as he stuffed the small black case back into his jacket, then briefly retrieved a small vial from which he quickly swallowed two pills.  

She closed her eyes again and ran both of her hands through her hair, which felt like wisps of the finest silk.  Suddenly, she felt Rick’s hands on her.  He quickly untied the rope which she used as a belt and began to yank violently at her pants.  She opened her eyes to find him hovering above her.  

“Shhh,” he said, staring hard at her with piercing, almost frightening eyes.  Her pants were now completely off and her panties soon followed.  She closed her eyes and tried to imagine she were somewhere else.  She didn’t want this.  Not at all.  But to fight, to resist, meant ruining the idyllic trance that she was in.  And she couldn’t afford that.  There was no time for a bad trip.  

She could now feel him inside her and could smell his warm breath next to her mouth.  She closed her eyes tighter and tried to focus on her high.  Although she tried not to admit it to herself, she had almost expected that this would happen.  Nothing comes without a price, she thought.  Besides, this would be over soon enough.  

She wondered if Rick knew that he was getting AIDS.  She had tested positive for HIV several years ago.  It was part of the reason that she let her life deteriorate as much as she had.  When you have nothing to live for, why bother trying.  Besides, for all she knew, Rick could be HIV positive as well.  Deep inside, she hoped that he wasn’t.  Or at least that he wasn’t before today.  Fuck you, Rick, she said to herself, nothing comes without a price.  

Within a matter of minutes, Rick had lifted himself off of her and quickly dressed.  Sensing that he was through with her, she felt it was safe to open her eyes.  He reached down and gently brushed his fingers across her cheek.  

“I’ll see you ‘round.”  Karen curled her legs up to her chest, wrapping her arms around her knees.  She didn’t even bother to pull up her pants.  She began to slowly rock herself.  The brief ecstasy evoked by the heroin was beginning to fade.  What remained would be a painful emptiness.  A wanting void that can only be filled with another score.  But she knew there would be none to come.  At least not today.  And with that agonizing realization, she prepared herself for a long and most unpleasant night.  

The girl rolled onto her side.  She began to shiver and wished she had a blanket.  But she didn’t, and knew there’d be none to be found.  Tears rolled out of her eyes.  

“This has to stop,” she muttered aloud.  She had tried to get clean before.  Several times in fact.  But each new attempt was more half-assed and ended quicker than the one before it.  She attributed part of her failure to the fact that she had no one to help her through it.  Nobody cared if she lived or died.  There was sure as fuck no one that cared if she could kick her habit.

Suddenly her thoughts drifted back to her HIV test.  Until her encounter with Rick a few minutes ago she hadn’t given it a moment’s thought in years.  Jerry had taken her to the clinic.  It was Jerry who held her in his arms as she cried all through the night.  Jerry had always been there for her; as a friend, as a shoulder to cry on.  And he had never tried to take advantage of her.  One time, she was jonesin’ bad for some coke.  She had shown up at his apartment at three-o-clock in the morning and offered to sleep with him in exchange for some money.  Instead, Jerry fixed her a pot of coffee and put her to bed.  He slept on the couch.  

Karen sat up and pulled her pants and underwear back up.  She remembered the date.  Jerry had been released from prison sometime last week.  If there was one person who could help her get clean, it would be him.  If there was one person who could help her patch together some sort of a life; hell, if there were one person that may actually care for her, it would be him.  In that instant, Karen felt something that she hadn’t felt in a long time:  she felt hope.  She would suffer through tonight.  But tomorrow, she was going to see Jerry.

