


Blood Doesn't

Come Out

By MICHAEL CRICHTON

A man can only be pushed so far—especially

when his mother is the one pushing.

 It wasn't my day. When I hit him in the mouth, I cut my hand and the blood dripped onto my new mauve Lauren
tie. And blood doesn't come out. It made me mad so I kicked him a couple of times while he rolled on the ground in the
alley, swearing in Spanish. Nobody saw us. The alleys of Beverly Hills are pretty deserted at eight in the morning. The
stores don't open until ten.

I got back in my new Mustang and tossed the digital camera on the passenger seat. I stuck a Kleenex on my
knuckles and started the ignition. The guy was on his feet by then, shaking his fist at me as I drove away, but he had
only himself to blame. He shouldn't have been stealing all those nice leather jackets from the store. The client wanted
pictures and now I had them. A dozen digital hi-res snaps showing the guy taking stuff out of the truck in the early
morning sun and putting it into his car. I figured I'd earned my money. Wrongful termination suits are expensive and
I'd nipped this one in the bud.

I called the client on my cell phone and left a message on his answering machine. By now it was time for breakfast.
I would have gone around the corner to Nate 'n Al's except I had blood on my tie. So I went home.

I had one of those small houses in the flats south of Pico. Beverly-wood, they call it. It's a good neighborhood,
real people with real jobs live there. I've had the same house for forty years, now. It was reasonable when my mother
bought it in the sixties. Now it's north of half a million for eighteen hundred square feet, two baths, and a backyard the
size of a walk-in closet. You've got to wonder. My mother lived in it with me until I came back from college. But she's
been in a home for years now. I hardly ever see her. Sometimes I feel guilty, but not often.

The client called back right as I pulled into the driveway. He was screaming. He said I'd got the wrong guy, and
what the fuck was I doing beating up poor Fernando? I told him I had the pictures to prove it, but he wasn't listening. I
could see my fee slipping away. The client never wants to hear that his lover is a thief. Not while he's in love, anyway.
Afterward, of course, he wants to kill. But I could tell this guy was still in love.

All his yelling at me was making me feel bad. Losing the fee was making me feel worse. I was already behind on my
car payments. I pretended my connection was going bad, and hung up. Clearly, it wasn't my day. I stripped off my tie
and went in the house. I noticed I had a couple of blood spots on my shirt, so I started unbuttoning it as I went into
the bedroom. I felt like a drink, but it was a little too early.

There was a suitcase lying open on the bed. Janis's clothes were folded in neat piles around the room. The closet



door was open and some of her clothes were already gone. I looked in the bathroom but she wasn't there so I went into
the kitchen. It was time for that drink after all.

Through the windows I saw Janis in the backyard, pacing back and forth with the portable phone to her ear. She
was wearing a halter top and sweatpants. The perpetual exerciser. Janis picked up an acting job about three days a
year, just enough to keep her health insurance. The rest of the time she exercised. She was in good shape for
thirty-five. We'd been together two years, off and on.

She hadn't seen me standing there yet. I went to the wall phone by the refrigerator and punched the speaker
button.

"—just can't stand it," she was saying. "I can't take it anymore."
A man's voice said, "Did you tell him?"
"I can't talk to him."
"Don't you think you should?" the man said. He had a deep, confidential voice. He sounded like an older guy. But

then, I was an older guy too. I was fifteen years older than she was. My next big one was five-oh.
Janis was still pacing. "I've tried to talk to him, Armand. You know I've tried."
I thought, Armand? Who the fuck is Armand? I started to sweat. I took off my sports coat so I wouldn't crease it.

Sometimes when I sweat I get creases at the elbow and the shoulder. Then I have to get it pressed. I slipped the jacket
over the back of the kitchen chair.

"I'm tired of faking it," she was saying.
"Faking what?"
"Faking everything. Faking conversations, faking smiles, faking orgasms. Faking everything."
Armand chuckled. "Everything?"
"He likes it when I scream," Janis said. "So I scream. What the fuck."
I was sweating more. I wiped my forehead. I felt dizzy. I hated him for that knowing chuckle. They were still talking

but I couldn't hear them for a while. I got the bottle of scotch down from above the refrigerator. I noticed I had only
three bottles left. I twisted off the cap. I took a slug and felt it burn all the way down.

"He's such an old lady," Janis was saying. "I mean it's his house, he's been here forever, but he won't let me
change anything, or move anything. Everything has to be just so."

"I thought he chased around. I heard he was a big ladies' man."
"Yeah, well, maybe back when. All I know is, nobody can move Mom's picture on the piano. I can tell you that."
I was looking at the piano in the living room. I hadn't remembered the picture was even there. Why didn't she tell

me if she didn't like it? Hell, I didn't care. My mother was in a home, for Christ's sake. She didn't care either.
I took another slug, and didn't feel it. So I took another to keep it company. My stomach was warm and I coughed.

She heard it and looked over.
"I got to go," she said quickly, and there was a dial tone. I clicked the speakerphone off as she came in. "Very

nice, Ray," she said. "Very fucking classy. What're you, investigating me now?"
I said, "You want to move the picture, go ahead and move it. I don't give a shit."
"I'm leaving," she said, sweeping into the bedroom. "So why don't you just give me an hour alone? Be civilized

about it."
"I don't feel civilized."
"Then have another belt."
"Fuck you."
"What're you going to do now, tough guy, beat me up?"
"No," I said, "I'm not going to beat you up."
"That's good, Ray."
"I'm not even going to touch you."
"That's good," she said, "because if you do, Ray, I'll have your ass in jail so fucking fast you won't know what hit

you."
"I said I won't touch you."
"And I heard you. We've communicated. Now just go away, will you?" she said. She slammed the bedroom door

behind her.
I said, "Who the fuck is Armand?"
She didn't answer. I was standing there in the kitchen with my half-unbuttoned shirt and my tie streaked with

blood. I took another slug, buttoned my shirt, and left.

I didn't have anywhere to go, so I just drove around the neighborhood. The scotch sat hard in my stomach,
turning sour. I stopped at a 7-Eleven and bought a pack of Marlboros. I stood outside on the pavement and watched
the guys going in to buy Lotto tickets. I smoked a couple of cigarettes, and got a newspaper from the sidewalk
dispenser. I sat in the car and flipped through the sections, not really reading. I checked my watch. I'd given her
twenty minutes. I figured that was enough.

I wanted to go back and argue with Janis some more; I was feeling like an argument. I turned the key in the
ignition, drove a block, then pulled over and parked again. The more I thought about her, the more I decided I didn't
give a damn. I'd always known those screams were fake. That's what you get with an actress. A lot of rich, fake
emotion. And a thirty-five-year-old broad in good shape. I was better off without her. I wouldn't have to listen to her



talk about her fucking diets.
It was hot, sitting in the car. I got out and walked back to the 7-Eleven. I bought a pint of Red Label and took some

to settle my stomach. I went back to my car. I waited until forty minutes had passed, and then decided to go back.
When I got there she was gone. Her clothes were gone from the closet. I pulled out the dresser drawers. Her

underwear was gone. The bathroom, all her cosmetics were gone. The lacy bras that hung over the shower rod, the
thong panties dangling from the tub spout, they were gone too. Hell, it was the first time in two years she'd cleaned up
after herself.

I didn't look for a note.
I knew she wouldn't bother.

The mail came. I heard it rattle through the slot. I went out to get it. It was mostly bills. I sat on the couch in the
living room and shuffled through it. The sun was coming in through the front windows. It was glaring and bright
where I sat. I moved over to the piano bench, which was still in shade.

I finished with the mail. There were a couple of pieces for her. I tossed them aside. I looked down at the piano
bench, noticing how scratched up it was, how old. I didn't know why I'd kept it all these years. For that matter, I didn't
know why I'd kept the piano. My mother used to play it, occasionally, when she lived here.

And when I was a kid, she sat on the bench beside me and made me do my lessons. Every day, she sat beside me
and corrected me, getting angrier and angrier because I wasn't paying attention, and then she'd start smacking me on
the shoulder every time I made a mistake.

She thought it would make me pay attention. But for me it was just a daily challenge, to see if I could take what
she dished out, and not cry. I refused to cry after about the age of eight. Of course she wanted to make me to cry so
she hit me harder, and harder. My arm would get red, and sometimes it was bruised. But I wouldn't cry.

We played that little game every day for about four years, until I had football after school, and could stay away
until dinner. Once I was a teenager, I avoided her as much as I could. By then she was drinking hard, anyway. She'd
snarl at me that I was a fuckup like my father, that I'd never amount to anything. My father had left her before I was
born. Made sense to me.

In later years, she was usually drunk asleep when I got home. I was grateful she was passed out, because I
wouldn't have to listen to her abuse. I'd fix dinner for myself, do my homework. It was all right. Then I went back east
to college, so I didn't see her much after that.

The sun was moving. It had almost crossed the living room to find me at the piano bench. I wondered how long I
had been sitting there, remembering old times. The sun reflected off the black polished surface of the piano and glinted
on the silver frame that had my mother's picture. The picture was faded, the colors washed out. It showed my mother
smiling. She always smiled for a camera, and then dropped it as soon as the shutter clicked.

I don't know where the picture was taken. It was on the piano when I got back from college. By that time my
mother was unable to care for herself. She had bleeding ulcers and trouble with her balance, and she walked with that
shuffling gait that marks the real drunks. You know the way they never pick their feet off the floor, because they can't
feel anything anymore.

Right out of college I had a job as an insurance claims investigator. My hours were long and erratic. Left alone in
the house, she kept falling down and hurting herself. Broke her arm one time, cut her forehead open another time.
Finally I put her in a home. I got her to sign the papers one night when she was really drunk. She was furious when I
took her to the home and dropped her off. She called me every name she could think of. And she told me I'd never
amount to anything. Screaming at me as I walked out the door.

For the first year or so, I didn't go near her. Then she had a stroke, and they called me up, so I went over to see
her. I needn't have worried. After the stroke, she seemed to be calmer. And they had her sedated, too. I don't know
what. Anyway, she was better. Not so abusive.

I flipped the picture on the piano down so I didn't have to look at it. I was careful when I put it down, so I wouldn't
scratch the polished surface. Then I thought, What the fuck. I took the picture and held it on edge, and gouged a big
scratch into the piano. It dug through the polished black surface, leaving a white scratch. I gouged another, and
another. Made the piano look like hell.

I began to wonder why I had never done this before. I hated this fucking piano. I didn't know why I had left it here
all these years. I told myself I didn't know what to put in its place. It took up a lot of space in the living room and I
would have to redecorate if it was gone.

Well, I'd have to redecorate now.

I thought maybe Mother would like to see her piano. I went out to the car to get the digital camera, but her
eyesight isn't good anymore, and I thought maybe she couldn't see the little screen at the back. So I opened the glove
compartment for the Polaroid, and it fell out along with the gun. The damn glove compartments just aren't large enough
in newer cars. I don't know what the manufacturers are thinking. Saving money, cutting corners, screwing the
consumer. The usual shit.

I picked the gun off the floor and put it on the seat, and took the Polaroid back inside. I took several pictures of
the scratches from different angles, but none really showed them off to advantage. I wasn't sure Mother would really
notice. But I owed her a visit anyway.

I went back to the kitchen, had another belt, and smoked a satisfying cigarette. Janis never let me smoke in the



house, but those days were over. I stubbed the butt out in the sink, relishing the black crust against the porcelain. Like
gunpowder against pale skin.

Then it was time to see Mother.

*   * *

She was in a very nice home on Third Street, opposite a church. The building was from the fifties, single story,
ranch-style, designed not to look institutional. The sign was made from cutout white letters and said "SeaSide
Convalescent." It was at least five miles from the ocean, but it had a pleasant ring.

I parked down the block, and scooped up the Polaroids. The gun was still on the passenger seat and I couldn't
leave it there so I stuck it in my pocket, pulled on my jacket, and went inside.

The SeaSide lobby was small with a cheery ocean motif, sea fans and starfish painted on the walls. You didn't
mind the bedpan smell. The room was crowded with three elderly women in wheelchairs, waiting to be taken
somewhere. One of the women was reading a book, one was asleep, and the other was just staring at nothing.

The receptionist was a harried, frowning fat lady who was talking on the phone. I heard her say, "They've been
waiting an hour, George," and then she listened a moment. "It's too early for your lunch break, George, get your ass
over here." With the phone to her ear, she glanced up at me, still frowning.

I said, "I'm here to see Mrs. Chambers."
"And you are?"
"Her son."
She held out her hands, snapped her fingers. "Identification?" Into the phone she said, "George, did you hear

anything I said?"
I gave her my driver's license. She hardly looked at it.
"George, damn it, you better get over here now. Someone might decide to call the INS, you know what I mean?"

She cupped her hand over the phone. To me: "You know where she is?"
I said I did.
"Go ahead."
I slipped past the wheelchairs, and went down a long hallway. The doors to individual rooms were open on either

side. Cheerful sunlight poured in. But people in the rooms looked insubstantial as ghosts against the white bed linen,
and the hallway smelled faintly of beef stew. Or something like that.

Mother was in a room near the back. It looked out onto a small enclosed garden with potted trees. You could see a
row of garbage cans off to one side. She was sitting in a wheelchair, watching a soap opera.

I said, "Hello, Mother."
She looked over at me and said nothing. For a moment I had a flash of panic, thinking she didn't recognize me.

Then she gave that evil little smile of hers. "Well. It's about time."
"Miss me?"
"You're a joke." She turned away from me to the television.
I said, "I wanted you to see some pictures I took today."
"Still peeping in bedrooms for a living?"
"Only yours." I took the Polaroids and spread them out on her lap, one after another, like cards.
She frowned. "What's this?"
"Your piano."
"It's all messed up."
"That's right, Mother."
"You can't take care of anything, can you?"
"No," I said. "I did this myself."
She didn't understand. She shrugged and looked back at the television. I heard a voice say, "Margo, you'll never

get away with this, you know that, don't you?"
"Mother," I said. "I did this to your piano."
She sighed. "Why don't you grow up, Ray? How old are you now, anyway?"
"And you know what I'm going to do next? I'm going to have someone come in with an axe, and smash it up, and

burn it for firewood."
"You smell like liquor."
"Are you listening, Mother?"
She turned to me, suddenly interested. "Got any with you?"
"As a matter of fact, I do. But you can't have it."
"It's in your pocket. I can see it."
She was seeing the gun. "No," I said. "It's not liquor. And you can't have it."
"I don't care, Ray. Why do you bother to come here? I don't care if I never see you again."
"I thought you'd want to see the piano."
She swept her hand across her lap, sending the pictures flying. "You worthless piece of shit."
"Now, Mother."
She paused. She squinted at me. "What happened, did she leave you?"
"Who?"



"She did, didn't she?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"That's why you're here. Stinking of scotch at eleven in the morning." She sat back in the wheelchair. "You want

to make it my fault. Your worthless life is my fault. Your good-for-nothing life is my fault. Christ. What a
disappointment you are. You pussy. Give me the fucking bottle in your pocket."

"It's not a bottle," I said. I brought out the gun to show her. "It's this."
"I'm so impressed. Put your little penis away, dear."
I just stood there. It was always the same with her. I had some idea when I came to visit her, some plan for how

things would go, but it never turned out right. She could always change things around. I continued to hold the gun in
my hand because I didn't want her telling me what to do. But I felt foolish.

"Put it away, Ray. You might scare the nurses." She sighed, and rolled her eyes upward. "And to think that once I
had hopes for you."

I bent over in front of her wheelchair, and began to pick up the pictures of the scratched piano. She smacked me
on the head. "Get away from me, you little turd."

I don't know exactly what happened but when I looked up the gun went off, firing past her ear. It shattered the
window behind her. The noise was loud. There was smoke in the room. I said, "Mother, I'm sorry, I didn't mean it—"

"You can't do anything right, can you? Look at the mess you made. They're going to charge you for it."
Because I wanted to scare her, because I wanted her to take that back, because I was angry, I stood up and

shoved the gun against her forehead, the barrel right above her eyes. I said, "Mother, this is it."
"This is nothing" she hissed.
So I shot her and her brains spattered all over the back of the room, like sticky red-and-white cottage cheese. Now

the room was really a mess, I thought. People were yelling somewhere down the hall. I saw a nurse poke her head in
and then run off, screaming, "He has a gun!" My mother's head was tilted way back on her neck, at an extreme angle.
So I could only see her chin and her nostrils. Blood was dripping onto the floor from the back of her head. Maybe it
wasn't my day, I thought. But it wasn't hers, either. From out in the hallway, a guy yelled for me to put the gun down,
so I put it down. I felt better then.


