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he first time I vanished, I figured it for a morphine hallucination.
A hospital.

People in scrubs hovered over me. Solicitous faces used sharp eyes
and tender fingers to probe and examine me. I heard the beeps of
relentless monitors. I heard the whisper of curtains pushed aside, then
pulled back in place to shield the worried from the wounded.

I had no idea why I was here, or how I had been delivered here, or
how long I’d been here. I had no anchor point in time, and I wasn’t all
that sure about time’s traveling companion, space, either.

The room behind the hovering faces contained cabinets and stain-
less steel medical fixtures. An IV stand stood near my head, dangling
its plastic jelly fish bag and strands of clear tubing.

A hospital.
I’m on morphine.
One of the faces, speaking to me as if I was a distracted toddler,

said loudly, “We’re going to give you morphine for the pain, Mr.
Stewart.”

In my head I sang out, Oh, yes! Because the third in a trilogy of
things I knew for certain was that I felt like I’d been kicked in the
family jewels by an NFL place kicker.

Pain screamed at me from my groin, up through my guts, and
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grabbed my lungs with tongs dipped in hot coals. Pain made me pass
out, made me want to puke when consciousness returned, made me
want to claw the nerves out of my skin. When the morphine drip
started dripping and a cool sea breeze blew through my screaming
brain, I wanted to kiss someone. The cool sea breeze transformed into
a series of sweet ocean swells, and the pain shriveled to become a
nasty little man squalling at me from a barely visible raft bobbing far,
far away.

Logic suggested, then, that when I found myself floating six feet
above a hospital bed lined with chromed steel rails, tethered by a thin
plastic tube, it must be the morphine.

I rode the bliss, listening to Roy Orbison in my head singing
anything you want, you got it. In the magical way of dreams, Roy
Orbison became John Lennon urging me to turn off my mind, relax
and float downstream.

I was indeed floating.
Somewhere in the distance the center of my body screamed profan-

ities up the telegraph of my nervous system, yet thanks to Morphine
with a Capital M, I didn’t care.

Floating toward the acoustic tiles, I wondered how I was supposed
to maneuver back for a landing in the bed. Downwind, base and final?
Or barrel straight in?

You’re a pilot. Figure it out.
I wondered if anyone would be around to judge the landing. Dark-

ness shrouded the room. I registered windows covered by blinds, and
beyond the blinds I saw parking lot lights against black.

Night.
A clock on the wall next to a flat-screen pointed two hands up and

into the dark small hours. Night in a hospital meant a busy, quiet
nursing staff, which made catching anyone’s eye unlikely, and made
anyone catching me floating six feet over my bed equally unlikely.

Nobody to see me flying. Nobody to judge the landing.
I’m in a hospital. Floating. On morphine, because—
You have a broken pelvis.
Someone said it. A boyish face, speaking emphatically. You have a

broken pelvis. We’re going to give you something for the pain, Mr.
Stewart.
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I had a broken pelvis. I had a broken pelvis because—
That’s where my grasp ended, and my mind’s fingers stretched out

in vain, into black emptiness. I might have flailed and grabbed for an
answer, were I not distracted by the situation at hand.

I floated six feet above a hospital bed, bumping into the ceiling like
an escaped child’s balloon, trailing an IV tube as my string.

Call it pilot’s logic, or situational awareness, or call it being anal,
but in the midst of all this, I thought, It’s good to do this sort of thing in
the middle of the night.

If you’re going to go floating, do it on the dark side of midnight,
when the nurses catch up on Twitter and the visitors sleep at home,
tucked in under their own sheets, perhaps a tiny bit thankful those
sheets are not hospital sheets.

The dark hours in a hospital have a white noise all their own. I
learned that when I was twenty-two and spent six nights in a hospital
giving birth to a kidney stone (and having my first taste of Morphine).
Hospitals at night whisper secret incantations in a language you think
you understand, but it’s a language meant only for magicians in scrubs.
I heard voices from the nurse’s station, tantalizingly close, sometimes
carelessly loud, yet ever unintelligible. Harmonizing with those voices,
an important-sounding machine hummed in the treble clef. I pictured a
guy with a floor polisher. A cart wheel squeaked, adding mechanical
mouse sounds. An electric door latch released with a sharp clack, offi-
ciously granting entry or exit to guarded spaces.

It was the ideal time to go flying on Morphine.
I turned my head to see the bed below. It was a mess. Like

someone had been wrestling trolls in it.
Morphine logic wanted to know why the hospital staff hadn’t tied

me down. We can’t have people floating all over the ceiling, now can
we? They could have at least tucked me in tighter beneath the bleached
sheet and that single pilled blanket. Morphine counter-logic immedi-
ately answered, Because, you have a broken pelvis, dummy. Why would
they assume you’re going anywhere with a broken pelvis?

During my kidney stone episode, I learned that morphine doesn’t
extinguish pain. It allows you to make friends with pain. It lets you
chat it up without having to listen to it scream. I also learned that
Morphine bears a special gift. Hallucinations. One night, while the
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kidney stone ran power sweeps down my right side, I found myself
kneeling on that other hospital bed, doubled over with my fingers dug
into my guts while giant crows pecked at my head. At the time, I
wondered not so much what giant crows were doing in a private room
at Essex County Memorial, but what they were hoping to find in
my hair.

Morphine logic.
This, too, had to be a hallucination. A pleasant hallucination.

Conditions normal, everything a Go for a leisurely float above my bed.
Relax, folks, we’ve got smooth air all the way to Des Moines.

The explanation made perfect sense until I got stabbed in the cheek
by the sharp corner of the fluorescent light frame. One of those
rectangular jobs, with a cross-hatch insert like an upturned ice-tray,
coated with cheap gold-colored film meant to add warmth to the color-
less fluorescent bulbs. The damned thing jabbed me in the cheekbone
below my left eye. It hurt, but I didn’t care. Thank you, Mother
Morphine. The coexistence of pain and the absolute indifference to it.

The other end of the light fixture caught me on one knee. I chose
not to acknowledge it. I knew my knee hurt, the way it hurts when you
kick a coffee table on the way to the kitchen in the middle of the night.
But the pain was distant, someone else’s pain.

Nudging up against the light fixture, I turned my head to avoid
treating my nose to the same sharp corner. I looked across the white
ceiling tiles, the Bonneville Salt Flats of ceiling. A filament of spider
web drooped from one of the tiles, back-lit by the wedge of light
coming from the hallway.

Spider web. Dry tiles. Nurses outside my door talking about how
“you can get that on Netflix.” For a hallucination, it had the kind of
rich detail you see in a Ridley Scott film.

I turned my head farther and looked down. The bed sheets lay
crushed to one side, the blanket knotted where my feet had been. The
room felt warm.

That’s when I looked for my body and realized I wasn’t there.
Gone.
Vanished.
Nice touch, I thought. I held my right hand, the one not attached to

the IV, in front of my face. If I concentrated, I saw—or more likely,
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imagined—the shape of a hand, like something made of water within
water. Just a shimmer of an outline to my eye. I looked for the rest of
my body, still bumping languidly against the light fixture. Gone.

I have vanished.
I’m floating.
I’m bumping into the ceiling.
This is not a hallucination.
What the—?
And that’s when I reappeared, and gravity had her vicious way with

me. I dropped from the ceiling to the empty hospital bed, broken pelvis
and all.

The screaming that followed was not in my head.

FOUR THINGS HAPPENED, if not simultaneously, then in such rapid
succession that any eyewitnesses would have given four different
accounts to the police.

A monitor sitting stoically at the head of my bed began a loud
tattletale beeping.

The landing approach, far from stabilized and far from my best,
caused my left arm to pinwheel wildly, like a cheerleader cranking up
the home crowd, which caught the plastic IV tube on the safety bar
running down the left side of the bed, which in turn yanked the IV
bottle free, which then tipped the entire stand over with an alarming
crash.

To my left, from a sofa nestled beneath the room’s windows, a
black cloud of blanket, pillow and wild dark hair rose up like God’s
own juggernaut of holy justice, and from this fierce apparition my
wife’s voice cut through the darkness, “Nurse! Need some help here!”

And I passed out.
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ey.”
Andy’s voice, soft and close. I felt her lips against my ear,

on my cheek. I felt her hands on both sides of my head, her fingers
threaded into my hair. Morphine was nice, but this…

“Hey, Pilot,” she said. “You promised me you would never crash.”
Was she talking about my six-foot drop onto the bed?
I considered opening my eyes but felt no need. Andy hovered so

close it felt like she spoke inside my head. Her hair lay across my face,
falling around us like a shroud. She held me in two worlds. The world
of pain shrieking up my torso, ringing in my ears. And the serene
world of her voice, her touch and her scent.

“No, I didn’t,” I whispered.
“It was implied.”
Something bad had happened. Bad enough to put me in the hospi-

tal. Whatever it was, it scared Andy. She held me tight.
“I suppose that makes it binding,” I said hoarsely. My throat felt

terribly dry. “Can you—”
“What, love?”
“Can you get me a beer?”
She laughed. Then she sobbed. The two mixed like wind swirling

above me, and rain came. She sobbed, and her tears fell on my face. I
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tried to reach up to pull her close, but my arms had been bound tightly
against my body, held in place by the blanket I had kicked off when I
went flying.

She’d been here. She’d been on the sofa, holding her vigil for me. I
wondered if she’d seen me flying. Then I wondered how completely
nuts I had gone to wonder that.

She cried over me for a minute. Then sniffled. She kissed me on
the forehead, on the nose, on my lips.

“Don’t ever do that again!” she commanded in a breaking voice
that connected us like a vow. “Ever.”

She kissed me on the cheek. It hurt.
She kissed me right where the light fixture had jabbed me.
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