“Real Fiction”

by Drew Sollberger

June 29, 2002 began much like any other day that summer. At that time, I was working sixty or seventy hours a week at the municipal pool in New Braunfels, so I felt more at home there than I did in my own bed. The pool didn’t open until 11 a.m., but some days the swim team would have practice early in the morning. That was the story on this day, and I was one of two guards to come in at seven that morning to be on stand while the team practiced. I couldn’t have known what day it was then; I was working seven days a week, so they all seemed to lose their names. Of course I knew all the other guards, but I was especially good friends with Shayne, who met me at the pool while the mist was still heavy in the air.

I came into the break room and emptied my pockets into my locker: my phone, my keys, whistle, and wallet. This was how I began the routine every day. Each day melted into the next under the scorching Texas heat. I found myself embracing the slightest imperfections that would come along: a half-day, a near-drowning, or a rainstorm. Every now and again, the sky would open up and crack with lightning. The pool would close and patrons would gather their belongings in fear. It was different for me. I would stand out in the storm as long as I could, knowing it may be the only one for months. Anything that broke the routine was accepted with joy.

On most mornings, I would stop and buy a drink to wake me up on the way to work. Since this was an early morning, I didn’t have time, so I had taken some change from my car and put it in the side pocket of my swimsuit. As I dug through my pockets, I felt the change there, and I left it so I could buy a drink from the vending machine outside. 

There were always a few tasks waiting for me once I arrived in the morning. This time, Shayne and I were told by the manager to retrieve the pool cleaners that were left out by the side of the pool and return them to their place in the physical plant. The pool is 25 meters wide and 50 meters long, so the pool cleaners have to be especially long to reach all the way to the center of the pool bottom. These pool cleaners were mounted on metal poles that telescoped out to 30 feet long for this purpose. 

Shayne and I each grabbed one of these long pool cleaners and headed for the physical plant. This was a fenced area away from the pool where all the pumps and filters stand. A lot of power goes into filtering and chlorinating an Olympic-sized swimming pool, so the physical plant was speckled with electrical machinery. 

Before we even started toward the physical plant, Shayne and I had shortened the poles on the pool cleaners. However, one of them was extended to its full length with a broken joint. We had both tried to unscrew the joint so we could shorten it, but it wouldn’t give. 

Now we stopped before passing through the gate into the physical plant. I tried once again to contract the pole, but it still wouldn’t give, so I grabbed it in the center and walked with it by my side. The ends were so far from my hand that they were bouncing up and down as I walked. I was trying to watch the front and back ends of the pole, but I was having a hard time doing it. 

I got into the physical plant and looked for a place to set the pole; unfortunately, it was at its full length of about 30 feet and there was not enough room in the physical plant to lay it down anywhere. Shayne and I decided we should lay the pole down on the ground with the center resting on top of the fence and the rest extending out past it. I didn’t have enough room to turn around with the pole to lay it on the fence, so I had to stand it upright so I could rotate it. I stood the pole up and struggled to keep it balanced. It was made of thin aluminum, so it flexed easily under the force of gravity. 

I started to walk the pole over toward the fence with the tip of it 30 feet over my head. As I held the pole in front of my face, it started to bend in the middle. The top of it bent backwards over my head, and there was nothing I could do to compete with gravity. I looked up and followed the tip of the pole with my eyes as it bent backwards. I strained my neck back so I could see further and my eyes eventually came to rest on a black line in the sky: a 7200-volt overhead power line. I spotted it only a fraction of a second before it touched the pole and the current was passed. 

The electricity ran down the aluminum pole and entered my body through my hands. It passed down my arms and into my chest. Quickly it entered my legs and flowed to my feet. I was wearing rubber-soled sandals, so the current could not escape to the ground through the bottom of my feet. Instead, it jumped to the damp earth from the tips of my toes. Most of the current exited my body in this manner; the rest found its way into the metal in the loose change that rested in my pocket. 

The current found the ground and instantly contracted my muscles. My hands clenched the pole with unimaginable force so I was unable to let go. Perhaps I didn’t even think to let go. Either way, the pole and I were inseparable for the next few seconds. 

The force of the electricity shook my body like the hands of a giant might do. I could hear my voice as if it weren’t my own: a loud and painful groan that moved with the wave of the electrical current. My legs and arms seemed to vanish as the feeling in my body became limited to my torso. 

I would have stayed in that moment until my hands crumbled if it weren’t for a stroke of luck. The hollow aluminum pole was thin enough that it burnt through rather quickly. This allowed for a break in the current that let my hands release the pole. Though I couldn’t have known it, I was told my body was flung ten feet backwards onto the ground. From my perspective, it felt more like I had slept between the time I was clenching the electrified pole and the time I laid flat on my back. 

After the time lapse, I laid on my back, still fully conscious, with Shayne by my side. For a while, I felt no pain. I still only had feeling in my torso, but slowly my legs and arms came back to me. The feeling in my extremities wasn’t pain, but it was a severe tingling. It was like the buzzing feeling you get when you stand up after your leg has fallen asleep. Everyone was running around in shock except for Shayne, who remained surprisingly calm. She crouched down next to me and talked in a fearful voice that she disguised quite well. 

My arms and legs continued to wake up. As the feeling came back, I discovered it was pain. My feet were especially burning. They felt as if they had been crushed with a sledgehammer. I leaned forward to try to see the pain, but Shayne pushed me back down and told me not to look. I managed to catch a glimpse despite her. My feet looked dirty, like I had walked through mud that caked up all over my feet. I would later discover that mud was my burnt skin. 

Both my father and the Emergency Medical Services were receiving calls about my electrocution as I lay on the ground. Shayne stayed with me until the ambulance arrived. I tried to get up and lay down on the gurney under my own power, but they wouldn’t let me. Once they loaded me in the ambulance, my dad arrived. He had not been told anything about what happened, so he was shocked to see me on a stretcher. After I told him that I was okay, the ambulance was closed up. The EMTs had to cut my clothes off of me to set up the intravenous drips, despite the fact that I told them I could take my shirt off myself. The saline had to work quickly, so they punctured my forearms with the thickest available IV leads.

Soon I was in a helicopter making the thirty-mile trip south to the Brook Army Medical Center in San Antonio. The EMTs began to set up different drips on my IV. One of the bags, they told me, was filled with Fentanyl, a narcotic analgesic quite similar to Morphine. As the medication found its way down the narrow plastic tube and into my bloodstream, one of the EMTs explained to me the effects of the drug. She told me that though the Fentanyl was given for pain, it would not make my pain go away. 

During extremely traumatic events, the brain is overloaded with signals from the thousands of nerve endings contained within even the smallest areas of flesh. Once the signals have stopped, the brain has trouble coming back to a state of equilibrium. It’s like when you’re at a loud concert for a few hours and you go home to find you can’t sleep because of the ringing in your ears. My nerves were screaming at my brain so loudly that it couldn’t even tell when the screaming stopped. 

So the pain stayed. It stayed despite all the medicine and it became familiar until my brain could start to forget it that night as I slept.

On the morning of my final day in the hospital, the nurses wheeled me into a large shower area on a wheelchair made of PVC. They scrubbed at my feet as I sat and winced, covered only by a small hand towel. The nausea grew from the pit of my stomach, and I eventually told the nurses that I was about to vomit. They said that was okay, and kept on with the scrubbing. Then it went dark.

I woke up as they were wheeling me back to my room. They were rubbing my hands and telling me to come back to them. Once I did come back, I immediately became fearful. I was sure that the doctors would be displeased and make me stay a few more days. Instead, the doctor said it was completely normal for the body to react that way to pain, and I could probably expect to pass out at home while I cleaned my own wounds. How could I ever know I would miss that feeling? 

After three days in the intensive care unit, I was back at home cleaning my burns twice a day for the rest of the year. The response I received from my family and friends was incredible. They all told me they were so glad I was alive and they were afraid of what could have happened. This was strange for me since I was there through the entire electrocution and I never felt like I might die. It seemed like what others were calling a near-death experience was more real for them than it was for me. What became even more real for me was the aftermath. 

For the rest of that summer, I stayed home. I cleaned my feet and hands twice a day and my life became a model of routine (in a different way). I didn’t want to live off of medication, but I had to take the pills when the pain became too much to bear. Every morning, I sat on the tile floor of my parents’ shower and scrubbed my feet with antimicrobial soap to ward off infection. I kept a wash rag in my mouth to keep from biting through my tongue. I would clean my feet, then I would get out and dry off before sitting down in the bathroom and wrapping them back up. That night, I would go through the same process. Every day I went through this routine and every day it grew on me. 

If you asked me now, I’d say I miss the pain. I can’t explain it; I can’t even understand it myself. I have a feeling that I miss it because I lived with it for so long. I miss it like I miss working at the pool. The strange thing is, when I was working there, I always had the urge to leave. The work became so repetitive that I thought it would kill me, but now I wish I could do it again. In this way, I miss being injured despite all the pain and suffering. The problem is that the pain was part of my life long enough that it’s hard to let it go now. 

    Author’s Afterwords

Writing this article was quite a familiar process for me. I tell this story all the time, so I’m used to putting it into words. However, I’ve never written it down, so it was a bit different in the sense that I had to remember feelings from the past, which is difficult. The reporting was simple since the experience still exists vividly in my memory. All I had to do was extract it and put it on paper. The writing did make me think more about how I felt then and how I feel now, though. What was most different was telling the story with a large audience in mind. I enjoyed trying to make the story universal enough for anyone to understand. I had to make the comparisons for myself in order to make the comparisons for others, and that helped me better understand the story. I can’t explain how frustrating it was writing the last paragraph. It’s all but impossible to find words for how I feel about the pain. I wanted to write more about it, but a few hours of attempting yielded nothing. I wish the reader were with me in person, that way I could just try to explain in so many words and they would understand that I can’t make sense of it and I can’t find the words. In the context of this Journalism class as a whole, I feel like this was my best piece, even though it was the first one I wrote. With this piece, the only challenge was finding a style for telling the story. With profile narratives, you have to do loads of reporting just to get to that point where you feel like you know the story. With personal narratives, you’re already there; you just have to figure out how to tell it. It isn’t easy figuring that out, though. I found out here that it’s frustrating when you have so much information in your head and you can only put a fraction of it on paper. I only feel like this was my best piece because I was most prepared for this one.                                                              

