THOMAS TESSIER

(b. 1947)
Nocturne

Ix the calm of his middle years, O’Netty made it a point to go
for a walk at night at least once a week. Thursday or Friday was
best, as there were other people out doing things and the city
was livelier, which pleased him. Saturdays were usually too busy
and noisy for his liking, and the other nights a little too quiet
—though there were also times when he preferred the quiet
and relative solitude.

He enjoyed the air, the exercise, and the changing sights of
the city. He enjoyed finishing his stroll at a familiar tavern and
sometimes seeing people he knew slightly in the neighbor-
hood. But he also enjoyed visiting a tavern that was new to
him, and observing the scene. O’Netty was by no means a
heavy drinker. Two or three beers would do, then it was back
to his apartment and sleep.

O’Netty went out early one particular evening in September
and found the air so pleasant and refreshing that he walked far-
ther than usual. A windy rainstorm had blown through the city
that afternoon. The black streets still glistened and wet leaves
were scattered everywhere like pictures torn from a magazine.
Purple and grey clouds continued to sail low across the dark-
ening sky. Eventually he came to the crest of a hill above the
center of the city.

He decided it was time to have a drink before undertaking
the long trek back. He saw the neon light of a bar a short dis-
tance ahead and started toward it, but then stopped and
looked again at a place he had nearly passed. The Europa
Lounge was easy to miss. It had no frontage, just a narrow
door lodged between a camera shop and a pizzeria. The gold
script letters painted on the glass entrance were scratched and
chipped with age. But the door opened when O’Netty tried it,
and he stepped inside. There was a small landing and a flight
of stairs—apparently the bar was in the basement. He didn’t
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hesitate. If it turned out to be something not for him, he could
simply turn around and leave, but he wanted at least to see the
place.

The stairs were narrow and steep. The one flight turned into
two, and then a third. O’Netty might have given up before de-
scending the last steps, but by then he saw the polished floor
below and he heard the mixed murmur of voices and music.
The bottom landing was a small foyer. There was one door
marked as an exit, two others designated as rest rooms, and
then the entrance to the lounge itself. O’Netty stepped inside
and looked around.

The lounge could not have been more than fifteen feet by
ten, with a beamed ceiling. But there was nothing dank or
dingy about the place. On the contrary, at first glance it ap-
peared to be rather well done up. It had a soft wheat carpet
and golden cedar walls. There were three small banquettes to
one side, and a short bar opposite with three upholstered stools,
two of which were occupied by men a few years younger than
O’Netty. Along the back wall there were two small round
wooden tables, each with two chairs. Table lamps with ivory
shades cast a creamy glow that gave the whole room a warm,
intimate feeling.

There were middle-aged couples in the back two banquettes
but the nearest one was empty, and O’Netty took it. The bar-
tender was an older man with gleaming silver hair, dressed in a
white shirt, dark blue suit and tie. He smiled politely, nodded
and when he spoke it was with a slight, unrecognizable accent.
O’Netty’s beer was served in a very tall pilsener glass.

The music playing on the sound system was some mix of
jazz and blues with a lot of solo guitar meditations. It was un-
familiar to O’Netty but he found it soothing, almost consoling
in some way. He sipped his drink. This place was definitely
unlike the average neighborhood tavern, but it wasn’t at all
uncomfortable. In fact, O’Netty thought it seemed rather
pleasant.

After a few minutes, he realized that the other people there
were speaking in a foreign language. He only caught brief
snatches of words, but he heard enough to know that he had
no idea what language it was. Which was no great surprise.
After all, there were so many European languages one almost
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never heard—for instance: Czech, Hungarian, Rumanian, Bul-
garian and Finnish. O’Netty concluded that he had come
across a bar, a social club run by and for locals of some such
castern European origin. Before he left, perhaps he would ask
the bartender about it.

Although he couldn’t understand anything the others said,
O’Netty had no trouble catching their mood. Their voices
were relaxed, lively, friendly, chatty, and occasionally there was
some laughter. It was possible for O’Netty to close his eyes
and imagine that he was sitting on the terrace of a cafe in some
exotic and distant city, a stranger among the locals. He liked
that thought.

Some little while later, when O’Netty was about halfway
through his second glass of beer, he noticed that the others
had either fallen silent or were speaking very softly. He sensed
an air of anticipation in the room.

A few moments later, a young man emerged from the door
behind the bar. The music stopped and everyone was still and
quiet. The young man came around to the front of the bar. He
could not yet be thirty, O’Netty thought. The young man
swiftly pulled off his T-shirt and tossed it aside. He was slen-
der, with not much hair on his chest. He kicked off his sandals
and removed his gym pants, so that he now stood there dressed
only in a pair of black briefs. The other two men at the bar had
moved the stools aside to create more space.

The young man reached into a bag he had brought with
him and began to unfold a large sheet of dark green plastic,
which he carefully spread out on the floor. He stood on it, po-
sitioning himself in the center of the square. Then he took a
case out of the bag, opened it and grasped a knife. The blade
was about eight inches long and very slightly curved. The young
man’s expression was serious and purposeful, but otherwise re-
vealed nothing.

What now, O’Netty wondered.

Let’s see.

The young man hooked the tip of the blade in his chest, just
below the sternum, pushed it in farther, and then carefully
tugged it down through his navel, all the way to the elastic top
of his briefs. He winced and sagged with the effort, and he
used his free hand to hold the wound partly closed. Next, he
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jabbed the knife into his abdomen, just above the left hip, and
pulled it straight across to his right side. He groaned and
dropped the knife. Now he was hunched over, struggling to
hold himself up, and he could not contain the double wound.
His organs bulged out in his arms—Tliver, stomach, the long
rope of intestines, all of them dry and leathery. There was no
blood at all, but rather a huge and startling cascade of dark red
sand that made a clatter of noise as it spilled across the plastic
sheet. The young man was very wobbly now, and the other
two at the bar stepped forward to take him by the arms and
lower him gently to the ground. The young man’s eyes blinked
several times, and then stayed shut. The other two carefully
wrapped his body in the plastic sheet and secured it with some
tape they got from the bag. Finally, they lifted the body and
carried it into the room behind the bar. They returned a few
moments later and took their seats again. Conversations re-
sumed, slowly at first, but then became quick and more ani-
mated with half-suppressed urgency.

After a while O’Netty finished his beer and got up to leave.
No one paid any attention to him except the bartender, who
came to the end of the bar for O’Netty’s payment and then
brought him his change.

“By the way, sir, in case you don’t know. You can use the fire
exit. There’s no need to climb all those stairs.”

“Ah, thank you,” O’Netty replied. “It is a lot of stairs.”

“Good night, sir.”

“Good night.”

The fire exit opened onto a long metal staircase that brought
him to a short lane that led to a side street just off one of the
main avenues in the center of the city. It was already daylight,
the air crisp and fresh, the early morning sun exploding on the
upper floors of the taller buildings. O’Netty stood there for
a few moments, trying to regain his bearings and decide what
to do.

Then he saw a city bus coming his way, and he realized it
was the one that went to his neighborhood. It must be the first
bus of the day, O’Netty thought, as he stepped to the curb and
raised his hand.
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