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“There is but one truly serious philosophical
problem, and that is suicide.”

-Albert Camus


 


PART

ONE


 


One

Suicide #4—Defenestration

 


Jeremy Liven walked down the sidewalk in the
unseasonably warm March air. It was not quite a mile from the
middle school to his house but, to a thirteen-year-old boy who
wasn’t very athletic, it seemed much farther. His mom usually
picked him up but she couldn’t this afternoon because his little
sister had a doctor’s appointment. He hoped they wouldn’t be there
when he finally got home. He liked having the house all to
himself—unless it was dark outside. That gave him the creeps. But
without his mom and his little sister there he could do whatever he
wanted for a few minutes. He could drink all the soda he wanted and
eat junk food in the living room with his feet on the coffee table
while he watched a dirty movie from his parents’ collection. Of
course, he couldn’t get too out of hand. He had to be able to undo
everything in the time it took his mom to get from the car to the
house. His dad would still be at work for another two hours, at
least.

He turned onto the walk leading to his front
door, unfastened the latch of the black wrought-iron gate
encircling the yard, and approached the house. When he saw that his
mom’s Volvo wagon wasn’t parked in the driveway his expectations
rose. Maybe he would have the house all to himself for a
little while.

Walking inside, a strange feeling washed
over him. He no longer felt like doing all the things he had
originally intended to do. Something like depression crept into his
body, weighing him down. Never having really been depressed, he
didn’t know what to call this feeling. It was a mood. That was what
his mother would have called it. “Jeremy’s in one of his moods,”
his mother had often said to his sister whenever he was
unnecessarily mean to her.

All desire left him. He didn’t want to gorge
himself on junk food. He didn’t want to beat off in front of the
TV. He didn’t want to do his homework. He didn’t want to do
anything at all. Maybe, he thought, the only thing he really wanted
to do was go up to his room and lie down.

Maybe he was just getting sick.

Tossing his book bag at the foot of the coat
rack to the right of the door, he trudged through the foyer, the
living room, and then up the stairs to his room. He felt more than
just tired. He felt more than an impending sickness. He
felt . . . burdened. Like he couldn’t stand
up to do anything if he wanted to. Suddenly, he saw his whole life
spin out before him in black waves. In this brief vision, nothing
went the way he had wanted it to and, sitting on the edge of his
bed, he wondered if what he had just seen was the truth. Had he
just had some kind of premonition? And if this was some kind of
future reality then what was the point of doing anything? What was
the point of trying in school or in sports or with friends or
preparing to go to college? If the world, if his world, was
going to turn out that bleak and miserable then he wasn’t sure if
he really wanted any part of it.

He stood up from the bed and went to his
window on the eastern side of the house. The one that faced the
neighbors and didn’t look out over the street. Standing there at
the window, his fingertips pressed slightly against the cool glass,
he realized he never really looked out this window. It came as no
great shock. It was, by far, the least interesting of the two
windows. The neighbors were an older couple, all their kids long
since out of the house, and Jeremy didn’t think there would ever
really be anything too entertaining to see.

A rush of heat swarmed his body.

He unlocked the lock midway up the window
and, grabbing the plastic lip at the bottom, slid it up, letting in
the cooler air.

Jesus, he wished he didn’t feel so awful.
Maybe he should take some medicine. Maybe Tylenol or something
would help.

He turned his right hand into a loose fist
and gently stroked his knuckles up and down the screen, feeling its
sandpapery abrasiveness rub against his skin. If he looked to his
left, to the front of the neighbors’ house, he could see the whole
tree-lined street. If he thought he could, he would stay here
forever, but he knew he couldn’t. The day would come when he would
have to leave the house and go out and build his own life. That
idea terrified him, especially if it contained the swollen black
images his mind had presented only moments earlier.

Maybe he wasn’t all that serious when he
thought about killing himself but he didn’t really know. Just the
fact of that thought entering his mind made him feel even sicker.
He had never thought about it before. The thought itself contained
something forbidden like the first time he had really
thought about sex . . . like putting his penis in
that spot he knew all girls had. That was his mind going someplace
it had never gone before and he would be lying if he said he had
thought about much of anything since then.

And now this. Suicide? Come on, that
was ridiculous. Nevertheless, he wondered if the idea would always
be there, lingering like some dark demon in the cellar of his
mind.

He pressed against the screen knowing that,
with just a little more force, he could pop it out. If he was going
to kill himself, he didn’t think he would do it by hurling himself
through a window. That left too great a chance he would survive
only to be the laughingstock or pity of the town and probably
disfigured or something on top of that.

“Jeremy!” It was his mom, calling up the
stairs.

I could jump. I really could just
go flying, setting myself free from whatever potential nightmare
world awaits me.

“Jeremy! I brought pizza!”

He really wasn’t that hungry but decided he
also didn’t want to be alone. Right now, he thought he might be
just a little bit afraid of himself. Turning away from the window
he crossed his room to his locked door. He grinned slightly to
himself, thinking he was losing his mind because he didn’t remember
doing that. Didn’t remember doing that at all. He usually shut his
door but he almost never locked it. A brief, unnecessary bolt of
panic ruffled through his skin as he fumbled with the lock and he
breathed a quiet sigh of relief when it came undone and he twisted
the handle and opened the door into the brightly lighted
hallway.

 


 


The evening crept by in a dreamy wash, Jeremy
acutely aware something was going to change. And this change, it
contained no bright hope. No magical sense of revelation. Only
blackness. Depression. A crushing weight. He didn’t even feel like
he took part in his family’s evening. He felt only like he
fulfilled a role. He was the son in a family of four in a
well-to-do neighborhood in the small town of Gethsemane, Ohio.
These things he did—dinner, a game of Scrabble, watching an hour of
sitcoms, reading in his room—these were things a son in a family of
four was supposed to do. Nothing more.

Jeremy went to bed early, around nine, not
wanting to think anymore. Normally, he turned his bedside radio
on—the noise comforted him—but tonight he didn’t bother. All he had
to do to sleep was close his eyes to bring on the darkness. He felt
like he had been asleep his whole short life.

When he woke up two hours later, it was to
confusion and fright.

Sam Fitzer was in the room with him.

The room was dim but not dark. The powerful
glow from the streetlights prevented his room from ever becoming
truly dark. Even though he couldn’t see very well, he knew it was
Sam Fitzer standing there by the door.

Fitzer was the closest thing the middle
school had to a bully. He was large and athletic and had equal
doses of immaturity and attention deficit disorder, rendering him
the prime candidate. Jeremy didn’t know why Fitzer was in his room.
He didn’t know what he had done to piss the prick off enough for
him to break in and rouse him from his sleep but Jeremy found
himself suddenly frightened.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, trying
not to sound like he was threatening Fitzer.

“I’m here to kill you,” Fitzer said, moving
closer to the bed.

“What did I do? Whatever I did, I’m
sorry.”

“Too late.”

“Too late?”

“S’what I said.”

Jeremy whipped the covers off, thankful he
had worn his pajamas to bed instead of just his underwear. He was
shaking, his teeth rattling around in his head. How much harm
can he do? This is my house after all. My parents are right
down the hall.

Rolling out of bed, Jeremy squared himself
away against Fitzer and said, “I think you’d better go.”

“Not gonna do that,” Fitzer said, his words
flat and hard.

“I’ll give you five seconds to leave before
I yell for my dad . . . He’s a big guy.” This last
thing was kind of a lie but he didn’t see any harm in it if it got
the behemoth out of the room.

“They won’t be able to hear you.”

“They’re right down the hall.” Jeremy was
already wondering if Fitzer had done something to them. Maybe he
had killed them but . . . why would he do that?

Probably for the same reason he’s standing
in your room and threatening to kill you.

“Why can’t they hear me?”

“’Cause it’s just you and me. We’re in the
Obscura.”

“The what?”

“Never mind. I didn’t want to come here
either. But I had to. Just like you had to.”

Okay, Jeremy told himself, this
kid is fucking nuts.

“Dad!” he shouted, but his voice sounded
pitifully weak, his vocal cords tightened by fear.

Fitzer moved in on him, swinging a large
fist into his forehead, driving him down to the floor. Blackness
swirled around him. His teeth hurt from bashing together and he
felt the warm wetness of drool sinking in through his pajama
top.

He stood up, suddenly wanting to feel alive,
realizing all his fears from earlier were just
that . . . fears. Things that would go away given
some time and maturity.

He lunged to his left, going for his
aluminum Louisville Slugger in the corner. He grabbed the
leather-taped handle. Fitzer moved in on him, trapping him in the
corner, disallowing him to gather enough momentum for a really good
swing. Jeremy jabbed the bat at Fitzer’s knees but it didn’t have
any effect. They might as well have been made of rubber.

Fitzer kicked the bat out of Jeremy’s hands
and rained down with his murderous fists.

Jeremy’s skin opened up, weakening and then
splitting over his skull, his lips and nose mushrooming with each
blow. He tried to stand up but his head felt too swollen.

Fitzer grabbed the cloth of Jeremy’s
pajamas, dragging him across the room.

Oh, God, please let him be done with me.

Fitzer pulled Jeremy closer to him, turning
him to face the window he had stared wonderingly out of only hours
before. Fitzer threw him against the window. It cracked but didn’t
break all the way. Jeremy moaned and fell into a heap on the floor.
Fitzer picked him back up, backed away from the window, and
propelled him against it again. This time it shattered, most of the
glass falling outward, but Jeremy managed to stay in the room.

With one last effort, one last attempt to
hold onto a life he couldn’t believe was ebbing away, Jeremy swiped
with his right hand to grab his bedside lamp. He felt its thin
brushed steel surface in his hand and, tightening his grip as best
he could, took a wild and lunging swing at Fitzer. The lamp shade
flew off, the bulb breaking over Fitzer’s nose, the remnants
carving a jagged gash along his face. The skin opened up but blood
did not come out. Instead, there was an awful stink. Jeremy
couldn’t find anything to even compare the stench to and it was
while having that thought, standing there for just a moment
wondering what the hell was going on, that Fitzer struck him with
all his force, lifting Jeremy off his feet and sending him through
the window.

Jeremy was already so overcome with pain he
did not feel the spike from the top of the fence punch into his
back and puncture a lung.

Fitzer, who wasn’t a boy named Sam Fitzer at
all, but something much worse, stood for just a moment in the room
before becoming transparent and then disappearing completely.

 



 


Two

Steven Names the Clouds

 


Two miles away from Jeremy Liven’s fresh
corpse, Steven Wrigley awoke from a horrendous dream. Sweat stood
out on his forehead. He slept fully clothed (it made it easier for
him to make it to school on time) and those clothes now stuck to
his skin. Heart racing, he peeled the thin blanket from his body
and clicked on the small desk lamp next to his single bed.

Nightmares were not something he had very
often. Especially not ones he could remember. But this one stood
out vividly in his mind. He didn’t think he would be able to sleep
for the rest of the night.

The nightmare had taken him into a dirty
hospital filled with an absurd multitude of corridors. The walls of
these corridors were not solid. They were made of canvas sheets
stretched between chrome tubing. He was going to find the doctor.
That was the only thing racing through his mind. He had to see the
doctor. He had to find the doctor. And this search led him down
these dingy corridors, lit up too brightly from overhead. Why
would someone use such intense lighting on a place so filthy?
he wondered.

He came across a gurney, shoved into the
corner. A patient lay on the gurney, old bloodstains covering his
stained smock. He looked dead, the twitching nub of his amputated
right leg the only animation on his body. It made Steven think the
stump was full of something—insects or a small animal—trying
desperately to get out.

He continued his voyage.

Around another corner and there was a nurse
dressed in crusted scrubs and wielding an instrument that seemed
far too heinous to benefit anyone’s health, staring longingly at
him. She licked her lips and something inside Steven actually
stirred. Some part of him that knew if he took this seductive nurse
in her disgusting outfit no one would know and no one would
care.

Did dreams make rape permissible?

But he couldn’t stop, no matter how much his
throbbing sex begged him to. He had to keep moving. He had to keep
going, moving down another corridor and along rusty grates, thickly
caked with blood and excrement. He had to see the doctor. He had to
see the doctor.

Down a short flight of stairs and there
stood a chubby little boy, also filthy, with a bloodstained
eyepatch over one of his eyes. The eyepatch had once been white and
Steven thought most eyepatches were black. Perversely, he wondered
what was behind that patch, regretting he did not have the time to
stay and find out.

The doctor was close. The doctor was
close.

Steven opened a steel door onto a very
bright room, the light so bright it stung his eyes as they strained
to find the doctor who seemed to be doing some utterly horrible
experiment. The doctor, huge and looming, worked on a girl at the
operating table. She was completely opened up, a bloody flap of
skin hanging down from her side. Steven moved closer, wanting to
see what was inside . . .

That was when he woke up.

Now he sat on the edge of his bed looking
around at his dim surroundings, taking stock of reality.

Last summer, he had purchased a parachute at
an Army surplus shop and had stapled it over his ceiling. The room
was not very large and the parachute draped down, covering a good
portion of the walls. It made him think of being in a tent and the
parachute had a certain smell to it that now made him think
immediately of home and this room. This room where he spent so much
time.

He took a deep breath and pulled a steno
notebook from a drawer in the desk beside his bed. Uncapping a
black felt tipped marker, he wrote in the notebook:

cumulus

stratus

cirrus

nimbus

cumulonimbus

these are the names of the clouds

 


And, below that:

 


Alan Stanton

Serra Glover

Danny Wickham

Jeremy Liven

these are the names of the dead

destroyed (?)

 


But something didn’t seem right about that.
What was it?

He ran a shaky hand through his sweaty black
hair. He wanted a cigarette. He thought about the crumpled pack of
Marlboro reds stashed in his desk. He needed one because he felt
like there was a lot of junk he wanted to clear out of his
head.

He didn’t know why he had written in the
notebook. He had never done that before other than really pathetic
attempts at poetry that inevitably found their way into the
trashcan. He didn’t know where the writings had come from. Why was
he thinking about clouds? Maybe it was something they had gone over
in science class earlier that day but he couldn’t remember Mr.
Parker lecturing about it. He was pretty sure they weren’t covering
weather at all.

The second part . . . He
recognized those names. The first three were kids from the high
school, fellow students. That wasn’t, however, the only thing
linking them. Over the course of the school year, they were the
ones who, for whatever reasons, had committed suicide. This was
earth shattering news in Gethsemane where there had maybe been one
adolescent suicide in the past fifteen years.

And that last name . . . That
last name, he didn’t recognize that at all. If this Jeremy
character was one of the suicides then surely he would recognize
the name. For each of the other suicides, there had been memorials
in the gymnasium and public funerals most of the school had
attended.

And ‘destroyed’? Why had he written
that?

Nearly eighteen and already fucking
nuts, he thought, reaching into the desk drawer for the
forbidden pack of smokes.

Not in the house. That was his rule. He knew
his dad wouldn’t punish him if he caught him smoking. Ever since
the death of Steven’s mother he and his dad had been more like
friends than father and son but his heart would definitely be
broken if he knew Steven smoked and he didn’t think his dad could
handle any more heartbreak in this lifetime.

He grabbed the crinkly pack, pulled on a
pair of tattered black Converse and a sweater that was wadded up on
the floor, half-under his bed, and slipped out of the house.

Slipped out of the house, thinking about the
clouds.

He stood there in the doorway, tugging his
tattered moss green sweater down over his waist so the chilly air
couldn’t snake across his skin. He thought maybe he would just
stand there and smoke his cigarette but, looking up at the bloated
moon in the cold depths of space, some magic was worked on him and
he decided he would go for a stroll around the neighborhood.

Green Heights was the
middle-maybe-lower-middle class suburb of Gethsemane. A step up
from the apartments sprinkling the outskirts of downtown. A long
way from Shade Terrace, the suburb on the other side of Gethsemane.
Here, in Green Heights, the cars were American or cheap Japanese,
many of them purchased secondhand. If the family unit was intact
then the chances were pretty good both parents worked. Most of them
worked in retail, middle-management, restaurants, warehouses, or
factories.

He liked the little suburb. He liked walking
through the neighborhood at night. It filled him with a sense of
secret knowledge. The houses all sat quietly, most of the blinds
drawn, some of the windows emitting the soft yellow glow of a night
owl or the flickering image of a TV most likely left on for comfort
more than entertainment.

The chilly air smelled nice. March in Ohio,
winter teetering madly on the brink of spring, creating some kind
of wild and schizophrenic season that could bring seventy degree
balm one day and snow the next. Tonight it was somewhere in
between. Just cold enough to be slightly uncomfortable. Just enough
warmth in the breeze to remind him that summer wasn’t far away.
People had already begun cutting their lawns and that smell was
pervasive, along with the clean scent of laundry being dried and
blown out of a vent.

He walked slowly along, looking up at the
sky. The clouds were milky, swirling around the moon, formless and
drifting over a darker sky.

Cumulus, he thought. And then,
Jeremy Liven.

Who was he?

Steven didn’t know. He didn’t have a clue.
Over the past year, he had taken to thinking about stories. While
he never wrote any of them down, he constantly thought of ideas and
characters. Maybe Jeremy Liven was a character’s name, waiting to
be used.

Or maybe . . .

Maybe Jeremy Liven was the latest
suicide.

He dismissed that thought. That was just his
mind trying to creep him out.

Far enough away from his house, he stopped
and lit the cigarette, pulling smoke into his lungs. It seemed
acrid after wandering around in the clean night air but it was the
nicotine he wanted. It had a way of perking up his blood and
clearing out his head and he thought his head would desperately
need some clearing out if he had any hopes whatsoever of going back
to sleep later tonight.

First there was the nightmare and then there
was the naming of the clouds and then there was the naming of the
dead.

And now there was a person walking on the
other side of the narrow street.

At first glance, he thought he just imagined
the person. Now, looking closer but trying not to stare, he saw
that it was a girl. Younger than him, he guessed and, from this
distance, very cute. He looked at her just long enough to capture a
picture in his head—long straight hair he thought of as reddish but
knew could be brown in this light, a bulky gray sweatshirt and
jeans that hugged her hips nicely—before looking down at the
sidewalk and pretending he didn’t see her.

But not before she had noticed him, not
before that brief eye contact that sent his nicotine-infused heart
beating even faster.

He resisted the urge to turn and watch her
walk the rest of the way down the street, under the lamps where he
could see her a little better. That was just his teenage hormones,
he figured. Each day was a struggle against the pesky hormones
racing through his body, threatening to lift his sex and turn it
rigid at the most inopportune times.

Walking with his back to the girl, he
wondered why they had both looked away so quickly after spying one
another. It seemed like they should have waved or exchanged a
knowing nod or struck up a brief conversation. After all, it wasn’t
every day he found someone else wandering the streets of Green
Heights at two o’clock in the morning.

And who was the girl, anyway? She didn’t
look familiar. That must have meant she was either in junior high
(which made his restrained ogling seem a little disturbing) or out
of school (which made her that much more alluring). Regardless, she
took his mind from the other things that haunted him.

Turning the corner, he walked along the
north side of the suburb, finishing up his cigarette and looking to
his right, where he could see the water tower looming over the park
that rested in the middle of the block. The water tower was
immense, one of those that was almost as fat at the bottom as it
was at the top but not quite. It reminded him of a more angular
chef’s hat.

He tossed his cigarette into the street,
stealing another glance up at the clouds, thinking about the girl
he had just seen and looking forward to crawling back into his warm
bed.

The walks always worked.

Lying in bed that night, Steven was totally
unaware of the world that was ready to open up for him.

The dream. The clouds. The names of the
dead. That was just the beginning.

 



 


Three

Good Morning, Death

 


The pupils of Gethsemane High (or Get High,
as some of the wittier stoners were fond of calling it) learned of
Jeremy Liven’s death over the morning announcements. The principal,
Mr. McFee, unable to shift between emotions with the alacrity of an
evening newscaster, came on with the announcement about Jeremy’s
death and signed off with a moment of silence. Nothing about the
upcoming battles of the baseball or softball teams. Nothing about
the lunch menu that day. Nothing about any policy changes or the
usual timewasting nonsense that filled the corner loudspeakers in
each room.

Steven didn’t know what to think about the
announcement.

McFee didn’t say the boy committed suicide
but Steven felt that had to be the case. There was a moment,
hearing Jeremy’s name, when his heart leapt up into his throat. He
found something intrinsically terrifying about writing this boy’s
name in his notebook before knowing he was dead, lumping him in
with the others who were known to be dead. Yet, there was
something about it that was not shocking at all. Steven would have
been more shocked if it had been someone else’s name. Somewhere
inside, he had known what writing that name meant.

Surrounded by stony silence, he sat in Ms.
Hennessy’s first period English class. Jeremy had been in middle
school and this was a senior class so it wasn’t like anyone there
actually knew Jeremy. Still . . . there was
plenty about it to make them collectively uneasy. The fourth
suicide of the school year.

Steven wondered how many thirteen-year-olds
committed suicide. If a boy that age had that many problems,
weren’t those problems usually obliterated by youthful naïveté?

The predominate feeling in the small class
of twenty was that of being hunted. Steven could sense a
tangible shift.

If something could cause a thirteen-year-old
boy to kill himself, then how safe were any of them?

The question did not seem to be, “Would one
of them be next?” No, the question on the students’ minds was,
“Which one of them would be next?”

So many questions were raised by that fourth
suicide. Actually, they weren’t so much raised as strengthened,
given a new voice.

Could suicide be some kind of epidemic?

Was it possible to catch the desire to kill
yourself?

Who was to blame?

Who was the enemy and who was the
victim?

What did it feel like?

Would you get sick?

Would you know you were going to kill
yourself?

Ms. Hennessy cleared her throat, bringing
the class out of its grim mass reflection.

Steven guessed Ms. Hennessy to be in her
mid-thirties. She was attractive in a dark older woman sort of way.
While he could imagine many of the teachers as half-witted,
giggling cheerleaders in high school, Ms. Hennessy seemed fiercely
intelligent. As far as he knew she had never been married. She
dressed more fashionably than was usually seen in
Gethsemane—especially amongst the faculty. She wore her long dark
hair pulled back from her forehead, clipped with a large wooden
clasp. Her dark brown eyes made her look perpetually sad. Normally,
a bit of shadow beneath them made him imagine she had been awake
all night, reading or brooding. This morning, he thought it looked
like she had been crying all night. Yes, there was the usual smudgy
shadow beneath the eyes but her lids were rimmed with red, too.

She came around to the front of her desk,
holding her black coffee mug in her bony right hand, the knuckles
red and chapped-looking, her left arm crossed under her small
breasts, the hand buried beneath the other arm. The desk dug in
just below her buttocks as she leaned against it.

“I think we need to talk about something
other than Shakespeare today.”

She sat the mug down on the desk with a dull
clunk that resonated amidst the heavy silence of the room. Lowering
her head, she raised a hand to wipe away a tear. She sniffed,
making a snotty sound. Steven half-expected her to leave the
room.

“Is something going on that I don’t know
about?”

No one answered her.

“That’s four . . .
Four suicides this year in a very small town.” She took a
shaky breath. “Let’s start with an easier question. Do these
suicides seem odd to anyone else?”

Many students nodded, their eyes open wide.
There was a bracing air of hesitation, like they might have to
think instead of taking their turn in the game of education. The
morning had suddenly turned spooky.

“And when odd things happen, one cannot help
but think maybe there’s a reason. Something to unify these
relatively bizarre events.”

A dimwitted jock named Aaron
Something-or-the-other raised his hand in the second row.

“Let’s not bother with raising our hands
today, Aaron. If you have something to say, then say it. This is a
free forum. Nothing you say has to leave this room.”

“Well,” Aaron stammered, “it’s
just . . . how do you know that it was suicide? They
didn’t say it was suicide.”

Ms. Hennessy looked at him like he was
stupid. It was a withering look and Steven was glad he was not the
recipient. “The ambulance pulled him off a wrought-iron fence that
surrounded his house this morning. He had no other marks. Nothing
that indicated any kind of struggle. He threw himself from his
second-story window.”

“Oh.” Aaron fell quiet.

“What would make a thirteen-year-old boy
kill himself?”

“Maybe he was having a hard time at home?”
Elizabeth Towson said from just in front of Steven. He found that
to be a relatively pat kind of answer, the kind supplied by
watching too many heartfelt talk shows.

“Does that warrant killing himself?” She
picked up her mug, took a slow sip from it and said, “Because if it
does, then I’m sure he’s not the only one. Do any of you
feel like you’re having such a hard time at home that you would
kill yourself just to get out of it?”

More silence. It seemed ghastly, a little
more unfathomable, the way she said it.

“Some people are just wired up wrong,”
Elizabeth supplied another fairly obvious answer. Steven wanted to
tell her to shut the fuck up. No, he thought. At least
she has the guts to try and say something.

“So you’re saying some people are born to
commit suicide?”

“Well, not really
that . . . It’s just that some people are
more depressed than others, I guess.”

“Then how do you know you’re not one of
them? How do you know you’re not going to kill yourself next?”

“I’ve never even thought of doing that. I
couldn’t.”

“Why couldn’t you?”

“Because I have friends. I like my life. I
look forward to my future.”

“And you don’t think Jeremy had any of those
things to look forward to? His mother is a professor and his father
is a doctor. Do you think that boy did not have a bright
future?”

“But money isn’t everything. Rich people get
depressed too.”

“But why . . . why wouldn’t
he try talking to anyone first? Why wouldn’t a doctor and a
psychology professor realize the warning signs?”

“Maybe he didn’t have anyone to talk to?
Maybe his parents weren’t home enough to notice?”

“And how sad is that? I guess that’s the
point I’m really trying to make. What kind of society are we living
in if a child kills himself because he doesn’t understand what is
going on around him and doesn’t have a single soul to talk to? If
there’s no one who can even tell that a person is suicidal.
I mean, that’s a pretty extreme mental state.”

“I think we’re intolerant,” Patrick
Sedgewick said from Steven’s left. “It seems like half of
‘society’,” (and here he actually raised both hands and did the
index-middle-finger bending motion to denote the quote marks),
“understands things like depression and the medication available
and the other half thinks all that is just a myth. I would say
that, in a place like this, the latter is more predominant.”

“So, you think maybe if he lived somewhere
else, in some other town, he would have had someone to talk to? He
could have found a way to work through this?”

“Maybe. Who knows? I think people in larger
cities understand mental illness better. Who ever really knows why
anyone kills themself?”

“I think it’s a cry for attention,” Alison
Mobe said from the other side of the class.

“But what good is attention when you’re
dead?” Ms. Hennessy turned toward her, trying to drive the question
home.

“Maybe he didn’t really mean to kill
himself.”

“He jumped from the window of his house
toward a spiked iron fence. What about the other
three . . . were those also accidents?”

“Well . . . no.”

“Don’t think I’m discounting your opinion,
Alison. It’s good you’re saying something. I’m trying to work
through a lot of things myself. I’ve just always heard that, was
brought up with that being like some catch-all answer for suicide:
he was just trying to get attention. I could never really buy into
it.”

Now she paced back and forth in front of the
class. Steven liked the idea of her trying to bring all this out in
the open. With the other deaths, the teachers had merely carried on
with their lesson plans in a grimly determined manner. He knew he
wouldn’t say anything, wouldn’t lend anything to the discussion—he
was much too quiet for that—but he really was very interested in
what the other students were saying.

Kate Barrington, a mousy girl who always
wore dresses, said, “Suicide’s a sin.”

Another jock, Dave Smoltz, sitting next to
Aaron near the front of the class said, “So nothing leaves this
room, right?”

“Right,” Ms. Hennessy nodded.

“Then you want to know what I think about
all this suicide stuff?”

“I think we all want to hear what everybody
thinks.”

“Fuck ’em.”

Ms. Hennessy nearly lurched backward.
“Excuse me,” she said.

“Yeah, fuck ’em. It’s all bullshit anyway. I
mean, we all know how it’s gonna go. In a couple days, they’re
gonna let us off school early so we can go to this kid’s funeral
and we’re supposed to feel so sorry for him because
he . . . killed . . .
himself. That’s just the same as murder and why should we
feel sorry for him if he wasn’t strong enough to get through life.
We all have problems.”

Ms. Hennessy was shaking her head back and
forth. “You can’t honestly tell me you feel that way.”

“I have a hard time feeling sorry or sad
about a person who kills himself. That’s just my opinion.”

“This is a child.”

“It doesn’t matter. He should know better.
So that’s why I say fuck ’em all. We don’t need them.” He looked
over at his fellow jock, John Skidmore, for support. John was
consciously looking away from him, staring at his desk.

Ms. Hennessy’s entire body was now visibly
shaking. Her face was an unnatural shade of red.

Dave, who Steven knew didn’t like Ms.
Hennessy because, unlike a lot of the other teachers who cared more
about seeing the football team win, she made him work and earn his
grades, saw how he was getting her worked up.

“And,” he continued, “I feel sorry for
teachers who are gonna waste their class time trying to tell us how
it’s all our fault or society’s fault . . .”

But Ms. Hennessy cut him off. She closed the
few feet between herself and Dave and smacked him in the face. She
was bawling now, tears pouring out of her eyes as she smacked him
again and again. He lifted his arms to shield the blows.

“People like you are just as sick as people
like him,” she spat, continuing to smack about his head. He reached
out a huge hand, grabbing the front of her sweater and pulling her
into him before shoving her away. The desk bashed her in the hip,
her slight frame barely causing it to move. She steadied herself on
the desk and looked back, only once, at the class. Steven thought
he saw shame written across her face. She smoothed her sweater and
his heart hammered as he thought she made eye contact with him.
Then she walked out of the classroom.

The students would never see her in the
school again.

Dave sat in his chair, looking over at Aaron
and saying, “That bitch is fucking insane.”

The rest of the class didn’t know what to
say. Even though their adrenaline was pumping, they sat silently in
the classroom, left to stew in some kind of electricity. Alison was
now crying also. She stood up and said to no one in particular, “I
have to go home,” before leaving the classroom. A few minutes
passed before McFee came in to question the class about what they
had just seen.

Steven said nothing.

 


 


The morning passed, a slow haze.

Steven had no friends. This was only his
second year at Gethsemane and his friend of last year, Jeff
Campbell, moved to Connecticut when his father had to relocate.
Therefore, his lunch breaks were spent alone. He had discovered it
was too humiliating and depressing to sit in the cafeteria all by
himself, or to uncomfortably pretend he was sitting with some other
losers at a table, so he went through the line, got a chocolate
milkshake, two chocolate chip cookies, and found somewhere around
the school to hide and eat. Today, he figured he would be able to
go out to his battered black truck in the parking lot. He didn’t
think anyone would notice or care, what with everything else going
on. Outside, he might even be able to enjoy a smoke after eating
and get back in time for Calculus, that mindboggling rape of a
class.

Walking out of the cafeteria, preparing to
take the most deserted hallway that would lead outside, he spotted
the girl he had seen on his previous night’s wandering. He stopped
where he was and stared, unaware of how this would appear to anyone
who might be looking at him.

It was her.

She sat at a table with some giggling
freshman girls. Only she wasn’t giggling along with them. She was
reading a book and he tried briefly and unsuccessfully to make out
what it was. Sitting there, the meager sunlight floating in from a
window, he thought she was the most beautiful girl he had ever
seen. Not beautiful in the same way as the make-up and clothes
junkies sitting next to her. Beautiful as in perfectly natural and
probably unaware of this natural perfection. Straight orange hair
hung to her shoulders. Her skin was very pale, contrasting against
the gray of her sweater. He filled in the green eyes and sparse
freckles he knew would be there if he were closer.

A large boy with a tray full of food nearly
ran into him and Steven’s stupor was broken.

Right. He was on his way outside. And while
something inside of him told him this would be a perfect time to go
over to her table and maybe mention something about seeing her last
night, some other thing, some other feeling kept him from
doing that. All those giggling girls were probably just waiting to
laugh at him if he did anything like that. That was the voice he
followed. That was the voice that had probably kept him completely
friendless so far this year. It was the voice of reason and the
voice of fear.

He shrugged off the thought, shrugged off
the voice, and continued outside.

Once out there, he looked up at the sky. Low
gray clouds hung overhead, meager beams of sunlight radiating
downward, and he briefly imagined some intricate pattern, a code,
scrawled on the bottoms of the clouds where they were just a shade
darker.

Stratus, he thought, continuing to
his truck parked on the far side of the lot. He parked far away
just in case of a chance opportunity such as this one.

The only decent thing about his truck was
that it was equipped with a CD player and good speakers. He put the
key in the ignition, turning it back toward him so the stereo came
on. A CD was in the player. It was a sad, moody CD. The singer
sounded tortured, accompanied by a single sparse guitar. It was a
CD he listened to when he was sort of depressed and he had been
sort of depressed for a couple of years now.

He finished his milkshake and cookies and
contemplated going back into the school before thinking about how
much he would rather go home and take a nap instead. Turning the
key the other way, the truck started up, shaky and sputtering at
first. But, he discovered, if he turned the stereo up loud enough
it almost blocked out every indication the truck was dying. Feeling
slightly guilty about taking advantage of the sad chaos of the day,
he pulled out of the parking lot. When he got home, he would call
his dad at work and give him the heads up, just in case the school
decided to call there.

Steven didn’t want to worry the man.

 



Chapter Four

The Park at Night

 


Steven lay in his bed with the cordless phone
against his ear, listening to it ring on the other end.

After about six rings, a voice said,
“Bookhaven.”

“You really should change the name of your
store,” Steven said. “‘Bookhaven’ sounds religious. Are you a
religious bookstore?”

“Hello, Steven.” It was his dad, Connor. “To
what do I owe this call?”

“Just calling to let you know that I left
school. They’ll probably call you at work, wondering where I am.
Tell them their lunch left me with crippling diarrhea.”

“Are you feeling okay?”

“Physically, I guess.” It was always
Steven’s goal to make his dad think he was far more depressed than
he ever actually was. The more he could convince him he was a
teen-on-edge, the more the man caved to his wants and desires.
Although, managing a used bookstore in Alton, Steven understood his
dad did not always have the means to meet every want and desire so
he tried to keep them to a minimum.

“No crippling diarrhea, then?”

“No.”

“I guess you’ve heard about
the . . . uh . . .”

“Suicide? Yeah, it really brightened my
morning.”

“Did you know him?”

“No, he was a middle schooler.”

“Christ . . . Just a
kid.”

“Yeah, well, so I took off. I didn’t figure
they would really notice if I was gone.”

“You didn’t take off to kill yourself, did
you?”

“Wow, that was in poor taste. I guess you’ll
just have to find out when you come home.”

“I’ll probably find you unconscious but I’m
pretty sure you’ll still be breathing.”

“You know we’re both going to hell.”

“That’s where all the interesting people
are.”

“Yeah yeah. Says the manager of a religious
bookstore.”

“So, well, get some rest or whatever it is
you need. Try not to leave the house. It’s always incriminating
when you call in sick and people see you traipsing about town. It
makes me look like a neglectful parent.”

“Oh, you are.”

“Thanks. That makes me feel a lot better.
So, since you have all of this time on your hands, what’s for
dinner?”

“Well, your Visa’s in the cabinet so I was
thinking pizza’s looking pretty good.”

“Ah, the quintessential chef. Give him a
phone and plastic and he will create miracles.”

“The cutting edge of cuisine. What time you
gonna be home, old man?”

“Oh, you know, whenever the psychic vampires
will let me leave. Probably around seven or so.”

“All right. I’ll leave you some pizza.”

“Thanks.”

“Just for you. Don’t you have work to
do?”

“Always brisk. I probably should be
pandering some smut to a morbidly obese housewife out on leave.
Talk to you later.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

His dad hung up the phone. Steven flipped
the OFF button on the cordless and tossed it onto the beige
carpeted floor, lying back in his bed and looking up at the olive
drab parachute draped over his ceiling, losing himself in the folds
and the slightly musty smell.

Lying there, he found himself more concerned
with this Jeremy kid’s suicide than the others and he couldn’t
really figure out why. He thought it had to be because he had
written his name down on a piece of paper probably about the time
the suicide was happening. Maybe he had some kind of telekinesis he
didn’t know about. Maybe the next time he wrote down a name in his
notebook he should find out where that person lived and rush to his
house, trying to talk him out of it like there was some kind of
hostage crisis.

Steven couldn’t see himself doing that. He
lay there in the silent room and slowly drifted off to sleep.

 


 


Connor Wrigley pulled his loudly whirring
Honda up in front of his small house, the car dying before he could
even put it into park. Well, he thought, that makes
things easier. He put it into park and took the key out of the
ignition, hoping the car would start in the morning. It was already
growing dark and chillier outside. Connor looked forward to
daylight savings, that mysterious time of year when whoever
controlled time just decided to skip an hour so it would be
daylight longer.

He walked into the house, knowing if Steven
was home it would be unlocked. It was. He walked in, hungry, hoping
to find pizza waiting for him in the kitchen. Not surprisingly, it
wasn’t. Steven probably hadn’t gotten around to ordering it. In
fact, he assumed the boy was probably still asleep in his room.

Connor didn’t think he could blame him.
Steven had been through a lot over the past couple of years. First,
losing his mother to a nasty and rapid moving colon cancer and then
moving to Gethsemane to live full-time with him. Connor liked
having him here. He wished the circumstances could have been
different but he considered himself lucky to have Steven all the
time and he considered himself lucky Steven was who he was. He
figured there were a lot of teenagers who would have taken their
frustrations out in a lot of other ways besides sleeping.

Still, there was something about Steven that
unnerved him. There was something about him being here that made
Connor slightly anxious. Connor knew where the unease stemmed from.
It was from a single incident at Alison’s funeral and he had been
meaning to ask the boy about it but they hadn’t really had any “big
conversations” since he had moved in. Maybe, since Connor had had
him just about every weekend since he was four, it just wasn’t that
much of a transition. Or maybe they were both just a little bit
afraid of what might come out of the conversation. Like opening
Pandora’s box.

Connor put the two books he had brought home
from the store on the teeming bookcase next to the archway that led
to the kitchen and thought about waking Steven up. Reaching his
door, he decided against it. Connor held sleep with a kind of holy
reverence. Let Steven get his sleep out while he could. Once he
reached the adult world, he would be lucky to get eight hours a
night. And if he ever got some form of management job, he would be
lucky to get any, especially if he inherited the anxiety gene that
clung to Connor’s nerves night and day.

He pulled off his corduroy blazer and flung
it over the back of a chair. He went to the cordless charger in the
kitchen and, seeing that the phone was not on it, figured it must
be in Steven’s room. So he went into his own tiny bedroom, picked
up the ancient rotary phone and dialed the number to the pizza
place he had, sadly, memorized. He ordered a large sausage pizza
and a two liter of Coke and felt relieved that food was on its
way.

To an outsider, his evenings could probably
be viewed as a kind of subtle travesty. They were all pretty much
the same. He turned on the classical music station that came in
from Cincinnati, pulled a book off the shelf, took a Rolling Rock
from the refrigerator and began his night of reading. This usually
continued until about midnight when he carried his book into his
bedroom and read until he fell asleep. Some evenings, Steven would
wander out and turn on the television. Sometimes, the boy would
pull a book off the shelf and read it with the same voracity his
father had probably read the same book some fifteen years ago.

Steven’s reading followed a similar pattern
also. He had started with Stephen King, Clive Barker and Anne Rice,
with some Peter Straub or Dean Koontz thrown in for good measure.
Basically it was blood, blood, and more blood though. Now he was
moving onto the Beats—Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Burroughs. This meant
Connor would probably have to keep a close eye on him to make sure
he didn’t begin a life of rampant drug use. He knew the boy had a
good enough head on his shoulders not to try any of that shit,
though. Well, Connor would be a hypocrite if he came down on him
too hard for trying it. Just so long as he didn’t get
carried away.

He took a sip of his ice cold beer and began
reading his book. Sometimes he felt like he just read for the sake
of reading. Tonight’s offering was some godawful fantasy novel with
wooden characters and a hackneyed formula that had varied little
since Tolkien. But he had a strictly enforced “read to the end”
policy and he intended to do just that. Nevertheless, he was
somewhat thankful when the pizza guy rang the bell.

The bell must have awakened Steven, who came
stumbling out of his room looking somewhat dazed.

“Hey there,” Connor said, carrying the pizza
across the living room and putting it on the coffee table. He
couldn’t remember the last time they had eaten a meal at the
kitchen table that currently played host to a dying spider plant,
assorted bills, and junk mail.

“Hey,” Steven said.

“Good job on that pizza ordering.”

“Sorry. I fell asleep.”

“It’s okay. It managed to find its way
here.”

Connor threw open the top of the box and
grabbed a slice. Steven opened the two liter and took a drink
directly from the bottle, knowing that his father never drank soda,
and sat down between the couch and the coffee table. Connor sat on
the floor in front of his chair.

“So,” he said through a mouthful of pizza,
“how was your day today, besides the unpleasant morning news?”

“It was strange.” He told him about Ms.
Hennessy.

“Really?” Connor said when he was finished.
“I would never have guessed her the type.”

“You know her?”

“Yeah, she comes into the bookstore all the
time. She is like, uh, an English teacher. I think more of them
could spend a few minutes in a bookstore.”

“You never mentioned seeing her.”

“Well, if you’re wondering, we’ve spent more
time talking about Kafka than we have about you.”

“So no private parent-teacher
conferences?”

“Okay, you caught me. I actually hired her
to spy on you. I don’t even think she has a real teaching degree
but a small school like Gethsemane, you know, things slip through
the cracks. And when I said that she came in every now and then
what I meant to say was that she comes in every evening after
school to give me her daily report. If she tells me something I
don’t want to hear then I wait until you go to sleep, inject you
with something so you stay that way, and then I fill your head with
all kinds of subliminal messages. ‘Dad is good. Dad is great. I
will always listen to Dad.’ That kind of thing.”

“Sick bastard.”

“It’s what I have to do to feel good about
myself.”

“By the way, if you see her again, tell her
I think Smoltz deserved to get smacked.”

“You know me—always a big violence
advocate.”

Connor thought now would probably be a good
time to have a discussion with Steven. He could use the suicides as
a launch pad, to see if they were affecting him or if, hell, he
didn’t know, to see if the boy had ever thought about killing
himself, maybe, but he let the chance slip by. The silent eating
had begun. Besides, if Steven wanted to talk about something, he’d
bring it up.

Steven reached for the remote control and
flipped on the TV, putting an even more definite end to their
conversation. Connor took another slice of pizza and returned to
his chair and his book. Periodically glimpsing away from the elves,
wizards, and dark lords, he looked at Steven like he was actually
going to catch any great emotion in a mostly deadpan face.

The boy was unreadable to a frustrating
degree, he thought, knowing he was exactly the same way.

 


 


After his bountiful sleep and a good meal,
Steven was full of energy. Already past midnight, this did not make
the prospects of getting up for school the next morning very
pleasant. He hadn’t heard his father retire to the bedroom yet but
he felt sure he must be in bed by now. The man was usually like
clockwork, one of the most routine specimens Steven had
observed.

He grabbed a faded black hoodie with holes
aplenty and zipped it up over his long sleeve t-shirt, hoping it
would be warm enough. The hoodie had large pockets so he slid his
portable disc player, loaded with the eels’ Electro-shock
Blues. He decided not to turn it on until he got outside.

Opening his door, his father surprised him.
He was just coming out of the bathroom, ready to turn into his own
bedroom.

Damn, Steven thought, just a
minute too early.

“Going somewhere?” Connor asked.

“Just out for a little walk.”

“Kind of late, isn’t it?”

He knew his father only said half the things
he did because they were things he imagined a responsible parent
might say. He knew just as well as Steven did there wasn’t any harm
in him going out to walk the streets of Green Heights at this hour.
Statistically, at the moment, he stood a better chance of killing
himself than he did of being abducted or murdered.

“I know it’s late but, well, I took that nap
and I thought this would be a good way to burn off some energy so
maybe I can get a little sleep before school.”

“Always putting school first.” Steven
couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not.

What followed was an awkward moment, Connor
standing there scratching his thin brown beard and Steven standing
there kind of dancing from foot to foot.

“Well . . . is it okay if I
go?” he asked.

“Oh, yeah, just . . . stay
out of trouble. Watch out for roving packs of skinheads,
pedophiles, werewolves, vampires—you know, the usual
townsfolk.”

“You bet, I got everything I need—silver
bullets, nuclear weapons, crucifixes—you name it.”

“A plunger?”

“As always.”

“Excellent. You would have made a good Boy
Scout.”

Steven thought about saying the anal sex
would have been too rigorous but then decided against it. Even
though his dad would have probably found it funny, there were just
some things that shouldn’t be said. Who knew what would happen if
their generation gap were truly bridged? Anarchy would probably
follow. He didn’t want the world’s ruin to be in his hands at the
expense of a joke.

“So, you’re just going out walking,
huh?”

For a second, he waited for Connor to tell
him he was coming with him. If that happened, he would have to tell
him the truth. That he wasn’t so much going out for a walk as he
was going to creepily skulk around the neighborhood and wait for a
certain nameless girl to make an appearance.

“Yeah, I’ll probably go through the park and
then swing back. That usually takes it out of me. Then I’ll go to
bed.”

“And you’ll be ready for school in the
morning?”

“Yeah. Of course. Did they ever call you at
work today?”

“Nope. Not a word. I guess you’re in the
clear.”

“Wouldn’t hurt to take a note tomorrow
though.”

“What, you want me to lie for you?”

“You can leave it on the table.”

“Can I tell them your gout was flaring
up?”

“I doubt they would even know what that
is.”

“Fine. I’ll tell them you had the plague but
you’re all better now.”

“Okay. Just so long as it has your signature
on it.”

“I can do that.”

“Good night.”

“Good night, Stevie.” Connor reached out and
ruffled his hair. Steven could feel what the man wanted to say, he
heard it in the silence—“I love you”—but it never came from his
lips.

“Be careful,” he said instead.

“Sure thing. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.”

His father turned and disappeared into his
bedroom, his fat book tucked under his arm.

Steven stepped out into the cold damp night
air, turned on his CD player and pulled a cigarette out of his
pocket, lighting it up and looking at the clouds.

Stratus clouds tonight, blanketing out the
sky. Because it was almost a full moon, the clouds glowed, looking
like some kind of silvery fabric. Or an upside-down ocean,
something liquid about them. Breathing smoke into his lungs, the
nicotine beating away the fog of craving, he studied the sky,
looking for anything unusual in the clouds.

But the only thing he felt was heaviness.
Like the clouds weighed him down.

He trudged on through the night, looking at
all the houses locked against the darkness, wondering if the
red-haired girl lived in any of them. Voyeuristic to the core,
Steven stared into every half-open curtain, looking for movement.
This was natural, healthy voyeurism, he reassured himself.
More like curiosity really. He couldn’t see himself actually
approaching any of the windows and openly staring into them.

But what if he saw something really
spectacular happening?

What if he saw someone taking their clothes
off or having sex?

What if he saw someone being murdered?

What if he saw someone committing
suicide?

It was that last thought that would surprise
him the least. He was sure he was not the only one who was just
waiting for the next suicide to happen. At this point, it seemed
more like an inevitability.

But there wouldn’t be any of that tonight.
And there probably wouldn’t be any of the red-haired girl either.
He wondered where she was. Did she even live in Green Heights? He
now knew she went to his school and wondered why he had never
noticed her before. Had he been so locked into his self-pity he
hadn’t noticed this perfect specimen of girlhood? It was possible
but he didn’t see how that could happen. It seemed like his teen
hormones overrode his self-pity at just about every turn. In fact,
his lust seemed to drive his self-pity. The lusting, the stiffness
in his pants, was usually followed by the thought, “I could never
have that. She wouldn’t talk to me in a million years. And if she
did, I would probably just find out that she is a vacuous
waste.”

He turned right onto Woodlawn, walking
toward the narrow blacktop path that led to the park in the middle
of the block.

The water tower loomed over the park. It
didn’t have anything painted on it. It just stood majestically over
all the humble houses, that strange lunar white paint seeming to
glow along with the clouds, a little red rod at the top blinking to
alert any low flying planes it was there.

His shoes crunching on the blacktop, he
looked into the park, a thin fog developing along the damp ground.
He realized just how creepy deserted parks were at night. He
half-expected it to be filled with the ghosts of children, laughing
their spectral laughs as they played on the equipment that seemed
so useless just sitting there motionless.

He tossed his cigarette on the ground and
crushed it beneath his foot. He thought about how nice it would be
if the red-haired girl were here with him. They would be all alone.
He could find out about her. He could tell her some of the things
bothering him. Like the dreams. And the name. Hell, not just the
name. The notebook in general was beginning to disturb him.

Should he destroy it?

This evening, when he had awakened from his
nap, he had written something else in it:

the water tower was scrawled in the
fat top margin and somewhere below that he had written,
obscura.

He didn’t know what any of that meant
although he was beginning to think there might be a grain of
psychic power or something in the scribblings.

Or the boy’s name he had written could have
just been a fluke. Maybe he had seen it in the paper or something.
Maybe Jeremy Liven had made the honor roll or earned some kind of
award and he had read about it. The mind did that, absorbed all
kinds of things into the subconscious that the conscious mind was
totally unaware of. Although he desperately wanted to
believe in such things, he remained on the skeptical, cynical side.
He had trouble placing any kind of faith in something he couldn’t
prove. Never had he known himself to possess any kind of psychic
power. In fact, the words “psychic power” made him want to
laugh.

He wasn’t totally closed-minded on the
subject. That was why he was here now. He didn’t know what the hell
“obscura” meant so he had come here, to the water tower, thinking
it had probably only manifested itself in his mind because he saw
it every day. Okay, there was the water tower but there was
also just the tiniest chance of seeing the girl. But he knew if he
had not written anything in the notebook then he would not be here
now, would have just put in a quick lap around the neighborhood,
smoking and tiring himself out and distantly hoping to run into the
girl rather than coming here to the park and thoroughly creeping
himself out.

A swing creaked and he thought that was odd
because he shouldn’t have been able to hear the swing squeak over
the music.

But the music wasn’t playing. It must have
stopped without him even realizing it.

Why would it have stopped? The CD wasn’t
over and, even if it had ended, it would have looped back to the
first track. And he knew the batteries were good. He hardly ever
even used the player.

Pulling it out of his pocket, he squinted
his eyes to look at the LCD readout. It was, technically, playing.
There weren’t any kind of error messages and he could hear the disc
spinning around inside it. He turned the volume up all the way.
Still nothing.

Maybe my headphones are just fucked up.

He heard another sound and forgot all about
his player.

Standing at the foot of the water tower, he
stared up at it, the sound filling his head, rising in volume.

It was a loud hum, deep and trembling. He
felt it beneath his feet and behind his eyes, vibrating just below
his skin.

The wind picked up, swirling the mist around
the empty playground, sweeping it over the damp, richly scented
earth. The mist caressed his chilled cheeks as he stood,
hypnotized, drinking in every detail of the mammoth water
tower.

The base was fat enough to drive two trucks
into. Widely corrugated metal. A utility-type door. A ladder led up
to the mushroom-like top of the tower. Standing there, he thought
he could almost see inside it, through the metal. Only it wasn’t
filled with pipes and pumps and water, all the things he thought
would probably be inside a water tower. Rather, it was filled with
blackness. Emptiness.

Inside the water tower was a void.

Maybe not just any void, either. Maybe The
Void.

Suddenly, he felt very cold. He turned to
look behind him, at the rest of the park, certain something
horrific was going to sneak up behind him. Yes, sneak up behind him
and force him into the tower.

What he saw was something else entirely.

The sky dropped.

The heavy blanket of clouds slowly closed
down over him, kissing the lighter mist of the playground, joining
it, mingling with it, and then, just as quickly as it had fallen,
it picked itself back up, swirling around the tower.

He breathed in the cold air and his blossom
of fear exploded. He couldn’t take it anymore. The sense that
something was going to swallow him up was overwhelming. He took off
running back toward his house amidst a din of barking dogs and
night birds chirping in the distance.

Only it wasn’t night anymore.

It was very early dawn and school would be
starting in a couple of hours.

How had he been out here this long? He hoped
his father wasn’t aware of it. He would be freaking out right now
if he was.

The only thing he wanted to do was go home
and crawl into bed. He thought about not getting up for school in
the morning but knew he would.

There was someone there he had to see.

 



 


Five

What Ken Saw at the Water Tower

 


The bleating alarm woke Steven up. Actually,
it didn’t so much wake him up as rouse him from his stupor. After
coming home from the park (the water tower) he had sat in
his bed and thought very hard about not thinking. It didn’t work as
well as he had hoped but eventually his brain settled down into
something that was slightly vegetative without being as satisfying
as real sleep. Now he figured that was probably a good thing. If he
had actually fallen asleep he didn’t know if the alarm clock would
have woken him up or not.

He looked down at his clothes, making sure
they didn’t have any offending stains on them, went into the
kitchen to get a Coke and some Doritos remains, and rushed out to
his truck. His dad’s car was still in the driveway and he didn’t
think much of it. It was after seven now. Bookhaven didn’t open
until ten but his dad was normally there by nine. He was usually up
at this hour but maybe he had decided to sleep in. Or maybe he was
off today. That was one of the perks of being manager. He worked
long hours but was able to take random days off when he could grab
them.

Realizing he forgot his note, he dashed back
into the house to grab it off the kitchen table.

He must have woken his dad up while leaving
because Connor was wandering around the kitchen in a daze, his
tattered brown bathrobe hanging from his slight frame.

“Forgot this,” Steven said, raising the
note. “In a hurry. See you later.”

“Have a good day at school,” Connor
called.

Steven hopped into the truck, the vinyl
seats cool against his skin, and sped off to Gethsemane High hoping
he would be able to stay awake all day, hoping he would get to see
the girl, and hoping no other students had killed themselves.

 


 


Connor decided he didn’t need to go to work
that morning. There were three people on the schedule and one of
them was the assistant manager, Lori. He felt perfectly comfortable
leaving her in charge. She didn’t sound surprised when he called to
tell her he wasn’t coming in. This was usually the case whenever
things were all caught up.

He lounged around the house, finishing the
bad fantasy book and sipping coffee. After he finished the book, he
sat in his old brown chair, staring around the room. He was capable
of doing this for hours at a time. Just letting his brain go
completely empty and staring at his surroundings, waiting for some
kind of inspiration to strike. Usually, this inspiration was
nothing more grandiose than cleaning the house or preparing a
dinner more elaborate than pizza.

But he didn’t think he was going to do any
of that today. Today he thought he would go to the park and chat
with Ken Blanchard if he was still in town. Ken Blanchard was
better known around town as Drifter Ken. He was an older guy, a
wino, probably, who drifted from town to town. There was something
about him that reminded Connor of Tom Waits. Maybe it was the
roughness of his voice, the way he sucked at unfiltered Camels, or
his hair that rose from his scalp in insane brown-white curls.
Normally, he wore a faded black trench coat and Connor had thought
he was just some pervert the first time he had seen him a number of
years ago. He had seen him in the park last week but was in too big
a hurry to stop and talk.

He hoped he was still there. Ken provided
nice, earthy conversation and was always grateful for the Thermos
full of Irish coffee Connor brought with him. Eventually, the
authorities would hassle Ken, usually for dozing off on the park
benches, and he would move onto the next town. One time after
catching Ken asleep on the bench, Connor had offered to let him
stay at the house but Ken had told him he had a room at a seedy
hotel on the edge of town, the Hide-a-Way, and that he had just
drifted off because he was old and tired and possibly a bit
narcoleptic.

Connor brewed another pot of coffee, a black
espresso roast he had stolen from the bookstore, poured it into a
large stainless steel Thermos, and added a couple generous shots of
whiskey before capping it and giving it a little shake. Then he was
out the door and headed to the park, the midday sun bright against
his eyes.

 


 


A few minutes of walking, enjoying the early
afternoon light, brought Connor to the park. He had always wondered
why they had chosen to build the park around the water tower. It
was an eye sore. There was something altogether rather “unpark”
about the utilitarian nature of a water tower. The tower was on the
north side. The whole park was fenced in with a rusted chain link
fence. Winter was still hanging on and the park was not the most
attractive of places. The grass had yet to fully green. It was a
muddy yellow-brown. The baseball field was overgrown and also
muddy. The swing sets and merry-go-round, not having been painted
for the summer, were dingy and looked cold, more mud gathering
under them in the ditches worn by the feet of children.

He spotted Ken sitting on one of the park
benches facing the tower, his back to the playground and the
baseball field. Connor waved his hand in a greeting. Ken waved
back.

“It’s a beautiful day, huh?” Ken said as
Connor drew closer.

“Yeah, it sure is. I just couldn’t bring
myself to go to work.”

“I know the feeling. Sometimes I think I’m
lucky being retired. I get to enjoy as many days like this as I can
before I die.”

“Yeah. Lucky.” Connor pressed his hand to
the bench, inspecting it for moisture, before sitting down. The sun
had yet to burn the morning damp out of the air and it was still
cold. Ken had his hands tucked into the pockets of his coat. He
looked exactly the same as when Connor had last spoken with him,
probably a year ago.

“So, how you holding up?” Connor asked
Ken.

“Oh, you know. I’m gettin on.”

“Seen a lot of the country?”

“Yeah, I’m doublin back now.”

“Headed home?”

“Somethin like that.”

“Where is home, anyway?”

“Back east.”

He decided not to press the subject. Ken had
a ridiculously cryptic way of speaking about his past, like
anything he said could get him into trouble.

“I brought a little something to warm you
up.”

He sat the Thermos on the bench between
them, unscrewing the outer cap that doubled as a cup and pulling a
second, chipped ceramic mug from his roomy coat pocket.

Ken looked at the Thermos and rubbed his
hands together. “Ah, some of that Irish coffee of yours?”

“You bet.”

Connor poured the coffee into the cups,
taking his and sipping it, the whiskey adding another dimension of
warmth to it. More than just his hands and his stomach, the whiskey
spread through his entire body. He crossed his legs and leaned back
on the slatted wood bench. The two men sat in silence for a few
minutes, Connor looking at the water tower and all the low ranch
houses around the neighborhood. He had always enjoyed the aesthetic
diversity amongst the structural similarities. Some of them
bordered on being run down, others were kept immaculate. His was
probably somewhere in between.

“So how long you in town for this time?”

“Can’t say for sure but I don’t think I’ll
be here too much longer.”

“Gotta move on?”

“Somethin like that. I don’t like to stay
any place too long. Besides, the police usually start hassling me
after about a week.”

“Yeah. Why is that?”

“They say I’m loiterin but I sorta thought
parks was made for that kind of thing. I guess they have other
ideas. You know, the park ain’t really for outsiders. I guess
that’s what they’re really trying to say. These small towns. Always
suspicious of strangers.”

“Yeah. We’ve had some bad times lately.”

“The suicides?”

“You’ve heard about them?”

“Yeah. I mean they ain’t exactly made
national news yet. Hadn’t heard about them ’til comin back here.
Once I got back it was kinda hard not to hear about ’em.”

“So what are people saying?”

“I don’t think they know what to
think, let alone what to say. It might be the first time in
the history of small towns when the folk don’t have a strong
opinion about somethin.”

“It’s not so black and white, is it? Are
they blaming rock music, yet?”

“Course. Rock music,
Satanism . . . them’s the usuals, I guess. Then
there’s other things—conspiracy stuff, you know. Government’s
testing somethin in the waters. Subliminal messages on the
television. Then there’s the moral stuff—divorce,
homosexuality . . .”

“Which kid’s parents were divorced and which
one was gay?”

“The first one’s was divorced, apparently. I
didn’t hear which one was queer.”

“Hm.”

“Peer pressure. I heard that one at a diner
last night. The kids at school, you know.”

“People are blaming the school for the kids
killing themselves?”

“Been speculated. I’m just repeatin what I
heard.”

Ken took a healthy sip from the ceramic mug,
reached into his deep coat pockets and pulled out a rumpled pack of
unfiltered Camels. He offered one to Connor but he said, “No
thanks.” Ken held the pack up to his lips and pulled one out before
lighting it in a very trained and expert motion.

“So, you have any ideas?” Connor asked
him.

“Ideas about what? I got all kinds of
ideas.”

“The suicides.”

“Yeah, I have an idea. It’s sort of why I
can’t stay around much longer.”

“So what’s your idea?”

“This town’s poisoned.”

This statement surprised Connor. He knew Ken
was about as spiritual as he was, which was to say about two
steps from atheism and yet, he found something vaguely spiritual or
at least superstitious in him saying the town was poisoned.

“What do you mean the town is poisoned?”

“I don’t know exactly . . .
It’s kind of like, have you ever gone back to someplace you used to
go all the time? Someplace you really liked? And it just
looked . . . different? You know, it just
didn’t feel right? Like the people there were more hostile or,
hell, I don’t know, maybe the lighting was just different or
somethin. Ever had that happen to you?”

“Yeah, sure. There was this bar in
Cincinnati I used to go to all the time during my college days. You
know, it was a place for us pretentious people to get together and
talk about arcane and relatively unimportant things. There were
enough of us so we could pretend they mattered. Anyway, I went
there with Steven’s mom a couple years after dropping out and only
stayed about five minutes. They’d added big screen TVs, there were
a lot of jock-type people there. It wasn’t a place I wanted to be
anymore.”

“So you know the feeling.”

“And that’s how Gethsemane feels to
you?”

“Yeah, except it ain’t nothin simple as a
big screen TV. I can’t really put my finger on it. Or, I should say
that I couldn’t put my finger on it . . .
Until the night before last.”

“What happened then?”

“I saw the ghosts.”

Connor’s heart triphammered in his chest. He
suddenly felt like a ten-year-old listening to his grandmother
telling tales from the Kentucky hills.

“Ghosts?”

“Well, that’s what I’d call ’em. I reckon
they could’ve been hallucinations or somethin. But, boy, when I saw
’em, I sure thought they was ghosts.”

“How many of them were there?”

“A whole gaggle.”

“A gaggle? Like what . . .
like five or six or . . .”

Ken interrupted him, “Like maybe twelve or
so. Enough to make a fairly impressive little group of ghosts.” Ken
had a peculiar grin on his face and Connor almost thought he was
putting him on. But that seemed too elaborate and false for Ken.
Connor was the type of person to be amused by that kind of thing,
not Ken.

“That’s pretty out there. Where did you see
these ghosts?”

Ken pointed to the water tower. “They were
walking through the park . . . and they disappeared
into that there water tower.”

Connor started to say something but Ken
voiced his thought before he could open his mouth, “I know, you
think it sounds crazy. Hell, I’m smart enough to know it
sounds crazy. But I’m also together enough to know I don’t see
things like that and when I do see things like that it means
somethin bad is gonna happen. Or, maybe in this case, somethin bad
is happenin.”

“Like the suicides.”

“Kids killing themselves. Can you think of
anything much worse than that?”

“Not really.”

“Last time I saw anything like that was in a
town called Glowers Hook.”

“My parents lived there.”

“You want to talk about a poisoned
town . . . That town is infested with the dead. It’s
like every living person has a dead one strapped to his front and
back. Ghosts, devils, demons, vampires, werewolves,
zombies . . . I never believed any of that shit
until I spent a few days in Glowers Hook.”

“I grew up there. Never noticed anything too
weird.”

“Anyway, it’s strange for Gethsemane. It
felt so good the last couple times I was here.”

“So the feeling’s so strong you want to
leave?”

“Pretty much. This might be the first time I
leave on my own before the pork runs me out. I’d always thought if
I decided to settle down and buy a house it might just be right
here but . . .” He exhaled sharply, “Not
anymore.”

Ken took another drink of coffee along with
a final drag of his cigarette before pitching it out onto the
grass. He put his cup down on the bench and Connor topped it off.
He had already finished his and now thought he desperately wanted a
second cup. He didn’t really know what to say. How was he supposed
to respond to any of that?

The silence came back.

Ken was the first to break it. “Now, don’t
get me wrong, I’m not knocking the town or anything. The poison
might only be temporary but I’m certain something has
poisoned it.”

Connor pointed at the water tower and said,
“And you think it comes from right there?”

“Now I didn’t say that.”

“You said that’s where the ghosts went.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t say the dead, the ghosts
or whatever, was part of the poison. I only said the last time I
saw anything like that the town seemed to be evil. No, usually, I
would say the concentration of ghosts would point to some problem
on a spiritual realm.”

Connor was slightly taken aback. This was a
side of Ken he had certainly never seen before.

“A spiritual realm?”

“Yeah . . . like beyond the
veil.”

“Beyond the veil. You sound like that TV
psychic.”

“No, that’s all bullshit. And you know I’m
not the most religious type of person but you have to believe
there’s some kind of unseen world.”

“No, I don’t know that I really do.” But
even as he said that, he knew it wasn’t entirely true.

“You don’t think there’s anything beyond our
concept of reality? What we see right in front of our noses?”

“Well, I don’t know. I haven’t really
thought about that kind of thing in a long time.” He hadn’t thought
about it because it was the type of thinking that led to
insanity.

“Yeah, me either. Until the other night. And
then it kind of brought it all back. You become so used to one idea
of the world, one way of seein things, you tend to forget something
else might exist.”

“Yeah, I understand what you’re saying.”

“But you still don’t believe me.”

“Is it really a matter of believing you? Of
course I believe you. You’re not my son. You have no reason to lie
to me. I believe you saw something.”

“But you don’t think I saw ghosts?”

“Maybe you did. I don’t know. I wasn’t
there.”

“Hell, I don’t really know if they was
ghosts either. I’ve been tryin pretty hard to talk myself out of
that thought ever since I saw ’em. But I just can’t. The easiest
explanation is also the craziest. That’s somewhat of a catch-22 for
my old brain.”

“I understand that. We become so conditioned
by what we’re trained to see that maybe . . .
everything else just bleeds into the background.”

“How is that son of yours, anyway?”

Connor laughed a bit, happy Ken changed the
direction of the conversation, lifting the heaviness with such a
mundane question. Not only had Connor begun to feel a little
spooked, he doubted what Ken said. It made him feel guilty but Ken
was getting older and his vision or whatever it was seemed a little
too over-the-top. Connor had seen his mother lose her mind to
Alzheimer’s and knew it was a scary and terrifying thing. At first,
when her forgetting and delusions had begun, it had been his
instinct to believe her. Until he learned her mind was playing
tricks on her and there wasn’t any way for her to be able to
distinguish between what her brain was telling her and what was
actually happening.

Of course, he wondered if he, of all people,
could doubt what anyone said.

He spent the rest of the afternoon sitting
there on the bench and talking to Ken. They spoke about more
down-to-earth stuff and he was glad he had come to the park. It
would probably be the last time he saw Ken now that Gethsemane was
“poisoned.” Although, if Ken really thought he had seen ghosts then
his mind would probably not be capable of guiding him back to
Gethsemane in the future.

He tried to get Ken to come back to the
house. There, Connor thought maybe he could get some information
about the guy’s family and maybe have somebody come and get him.
Hell, he would even offer to take Ken wherever he needed to go if
he would only tell him but there was something about the guy that
was just so . . . guarded.

Ken’s impending senility sat in the back of
Connor’s mind during their entire conversation.

It was only after parting ways around four
that Connor realized the thing about the ghosts and the town being
poisoned had been the only thing resembling a crazy statement Ken
had made the entire time. And that made Connor wonder if the
statement was crazy at all.

Gethsemane poisoned? Maybe it was
possible.

Ghosts in the water tower? He didn’t know.
It wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye out, though. It was a fun idea. He
loved a good ghost story as much as the next person and he had
seen, or thought he had seen, a ghost himself.

Before he left he bummed a cigarette from
Ken. Not so he could smoke it but so he could put it somewhere at
home and have something to remember Ken by just in case he never
happened through Gethsemane again.

 



 


Six

Name

 


Steven had learned the art of being quiet and
inoffensive. At school, he was a ghost. Continually receiving good
grades, he was somewhere at the top of his class. He had never
raised his hand. There seemed to be a silent agreement between him
and the teachers. He didn’t raise his hand, remaining quiet and
nondisruptive, and they didn’t call on him. He didn’t have any
exaggerated physical flaws, the cause of ridicule for so many other
students. This allowed him to pass down the halls virtually
unnoticed.

All of this used to bother him. Sometimes,
he wished he was noticed. Sometimes he thought it would have
been better to be some kind of mutant so people would make fun of
him. At least that way he could have been reminded he was there.
But now, as he began his silent scoping of the mysterious redheaded
girl, he found his invisibility an asset.

That morning at school, while his father
stayed home and stared around the house in a stupor, he felt like
he was on the heels of a mystery. Sure, maybe it wasn’t any great
kind of mystery but every mystery had to have a solution, an
answer. The first answer he sought was the girl’s name. That was
what kept him awake the first part of the day, this obsessing on
her name, thinking he had to know it. It had to be in the back of
his head somewhere. He could put a name to virtually every face in
the school.

At lunch, he decided to stay in the
cafeteria rather than go out to his truck and smoke a cigarette.
This was probably his best chance to learn the identity of the
girl. Her name could just be the first thing. So many other things
could follow. The sound of her voice. Maybe he could get close
enough to smell her. Once he retrieved all of these things, then
his mind would be free to do with this construct whatever it
pleased. He was pretty sure the whole ordeal would end there—in his
mind. If no one else had ever noticed him, he didn’t think anyone
of her beauty would notice either, even if she was quiet and
reserved and of his same temperament. In fact, if she was
similar to him in personality, she would never acknowledge his
presence.

He saw her at lunch. He did more than just
see her. He thirstily drank her image. She wore a tight black shirt
that contrasted starkly with her pale skin. The shirt ended just
above her low-cut blue jeans, showing a narrow expanse of pale
belly. He wondered what kind of underwear she wore. What color were
they? He wondered the same about her bra, feeling guilty for
thinking these things. He wouldn’t have felt guilty thinking these
things about her friends. They seemed to beg this kind of thought.
They seemed less innocent than she did.

The girl and her friends were at the end of
the lunch line. He maneuvered himself behind them, standing
unnecessarily close but completely unnoticed.

He listened intently to the girls’
conversation but the red-haired girl did not speak. Then one of the
other girls said, “What do you think, Elise?” and he felt fireworks
going off in his head.

The girl’s name was Elise. His first goal
had been met.

Now he waited for her response, for the
sound of her voice.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said
distractedly.

He wanted to shout “Thank you! Thank you!”
at her, but knew he couldn’t do it. It amused him to even think
about what kind of response him shouting would draw. Steven who,
for the most part, did not even speak, most definitely did not
shout.

The girls moved through the line, Steven
hovering about them like some kind of giant barnacle. Elise ordered
white milk and a salad. Steven had the usual junk, lingering back
for just a moment, waiting to see where the girls were going to
sit. He chose a table that was at an angle to them. One where he
could watch her but not be seen, slightly behind but nearly right
beside her.

Sitting down, he made a pact with himself.
Realizing his behavior had taken a turn toward the stalkerish, he
vowed to limit it to school. Everything was safe within the
confines of the school, wasn’t it? Weren’t most kids so bored out
of their skulls they would rather stare at girls or disrupt class
or something? Anything but learning.

Sitting there, dictating that pact to
himself, he doubted his capacity to honor it.

There were just too many instances where he
could see himself breaking the pact.

Would he follow her if he saw her out on the
street like he had the other night?

Well, it would be nice to know where she
lived.

No. He was getting way ahead of
himself.

He sat on the edge of the table. It was
populated with freshman girls who would be too intimidated by his
upper classman status to openly make fun of him or tell him to get
away from their table. Anyway, it was a large table and he wasn’t
bothering them. He just wanted to sit there and stare at Elise.

She sat on the bench, the waist of her pants
riding down and her shirt riding up, revealing a larger swath of
that flawless pale skin. He wanted to know what that skin felt
like. She brushed her long hair over her shoulder before she began
desultorily picking at her salad. In very brief, almost
unnoticeable glances, he stared at her every detail—her hands
sporting rounded fingers that were not incredibly long and
delicate-looking but still feminine and somehow erotic, the smooth
muscle of her forearm as she held the fork, the almost
imperceptible way she chewed her food, the way she feigned interest
in eating so she wouldn’t be dragged into her friends’ inane
conversation. And yes, he noticed all the other things, the things
boys were supposed to notice—the gentle slope of her chest, the
faint outline of her bra, the way her ass curved into her legs, the
overall softness her small frame contained. “Virginal” was,
perhaps, the word he was looking for.

It wasn’t just her figure that held his
attention, it was her entire demeanor. It was the demeanor of
someone who was beautiful but has not been out in the world enough
to realize she is beautiful.

He resolved to try not to stare at her
anymore. He was pretty sure one of her friends had seen him gawking
so he bent over the table, wiping his unwashed hair from his
forehead and concentrating on his cookies and milkshake, the lunch
of champions, and tried to hear what the girls were saying.

The other two girls were “really bummed”
baseball didn’t have cheerleaders because they were so into
cheering and the basketball season was such a blast. Elise was not,
he figured, a cheerleader. There was to be a party Friday at
“Cricket’s” house. Elise didn’t think she was going to go. None of
them were going to the “dead kid’s” funeral tomorrow. Steven hadn’t
planned on going to that either, although he figured he would
probably leave school early.

Then the girls stood up and, from what he
could discern, were going into the bathroom to make calls on their
cell phones.

What an exciting world we’re living in, he
thought, where people can stand around in a group and have private
conversations in public with other people who were not there.

He threw his tray away and prepared to
muddle through the rest of the day, images of Elise dancing around
in his head.

 


 


Connor walked home slowly, taking in the day.
The weather had turned pleasant, somewhere in the low sixties, and
he knew it could just as easily be snowing tomorrow. He possessed a
native Ohioan’s distrust of the weather. Spring was still weeks
away. Even now, the sun disappearing behind clouds, the chill crept
back in and by the time he reached the house he just wanted to be
inside where it was warm.

Steven’s truck was parked out on the curb.
This reminded Connor of exactly how late it was. He had managed to
accomplish exactly nothing while Steven was away at school.
Thinking about it, he refused to see the day as a complete
waste.

He was still trying to digest everything Ken
had told him. First, he had to figure out if he even believed it
before he could get on with the digestion part. It would be like
digesting a meal you hadn’t decided on yet. If there was one thing
drinking made him, it was philosophical. He tried not to regress
too far into the retarded philosophy of a young drunk. Hopefully,
he was a little more mature now. He didn’t want to get caught in a
debate as to which was the better fabric—cotton or polyester. No,
he was going to try and keep his philosophies on a completely
metaphysical level.

He would take tonight to think about it.

If he decided to believe what Ken had told
him (and he didn’t think Ken had any reason to lie to him) then
that meant he needed to have a little talk with Steven. No, not a
little talk. The Big Talk. The one he had been putting off ever
since Alison’s death. It was what he had seen after her death that
kept him from disbelieving Ken entirely. What he had seen would
undoubtedly come up if he and Steven had a conversation. Hell, he
had tried so hard not to think about that over the past two years
he didn’t even know if he could automatically bring it to his
memory’s forefront in order to describe it. Maybe it wasn’t even
important. Or, maybe it was of the utmost importance. Those were
the same conundrums philosophy had always brought him.

The one thing he was now certain of after
his conversation with Ken was that there was something dreadfully
wrong going on in Gethsemane. That was apparent. He didn’t know why
he didn’t see it before. Why it took a conversation with a relative
stranger to make him realize it. How could he have missed the
obvious signs? Four kids had killed themselves. How could he, just
like the rest of the residents in Gethsemane, smirk and think,
“Imagine that. Ain’t that strange?” He couldn’t resist the bone
feeling that the suicides were not over. When would they affect
him?

What if Steven killed himself? That was a
question he kept coming back to. What if Steven killed himself? How
could he live with himself if that happened? How would he cope with
that, especially if he had even the slightest feeling he had
ignored a situation that was drastically wrong?

The boy was obviously depressed. He had
every reason in the world to be depressed. Connor himself, being
depressed ever since he had met the whirlwind of a woman that was
Steven’s mother, wouldn’t have recognized the symptoms. But now, in
this new light, the symptoms were there, sprawling out in front of
him.

In the house now, he thought about bringing
it up to Steven right away. He expected Steven to be asleep, as he
usually was at this time. Surprisingly, he wasn’t asleep. He was in
the kitchen making dinner and when Connor stepped into the kitchen,
he saw that the boy was not depressed at all, but absolutely
radiant. Like that, Connor’s suspicions of impending doom were
soothed, if only temporarily.

“Dinner smells great,” Connor said.

“Steak and mashed potatoes.”

“We had steak?”

“I found it in the freezer.”

“That’s like months old.”

“If you put enough garlic on it you won’t
even be able to taste the age.”

“And I’m pretty sure I bought it off the
reduced-for-quick-sale rack to begin with.”

“It’ll be great. Trust me.”

“You have many years to go before I will
ever trust you. The young are to naturally be regarded with great
suspicion.”

“Okay. You got me. Not only is the steak
bad, it’s probably poisoned. Sit down and take your medicine.”

He obediently sat in a chair at the piled-up
kitchen table only . . . it wasn’t piled-up anymore.
“You clean the table?”

“Well . . . I moved the
contents of the table. I wouldn’t really say I cleaned it.”
Steven pointed a pair of metal tongs into the corner of the kitchen
where the various books, magazines, circulars, newspapers, and bill
stubs were heaped.

Steven sat the plate in front of his father,
went to the refrigerator and grabbed him a Rolling Rock.

“Now this is service,” Connor said. “I knew
I was raising you right. So is this where you tell me that you’re
gay? Or joining the service? Or, hell, both?”

“Yep, both of them. Oh, and I killed
someone.”

“Just to watch them die, I hope.”

“Is there any other reason?”

Steven made his own plate and sat down
across from his dad. They had a nice dinner together, making
pleasant conversation. Maybe it was just a little too pleasant,
like both of them had very heavy things on their minds and were
trying very hard to avoid talking about those things. Connor didn’t
want to be the one to bring down the mood.

One more night, he thought. One more night
to think about whether or not he wanted to believe what Ken had
told him, knowing he had already made a decision and this time the
decision didn’t fully accord with the path of least resistance. He
didn’t know if that prospect thrilled him or terrified him.

 



 


Seven

Funerals and Conversations

 


School let out at noon so any students
interested in attending the funeral of Jeremy Liven could do
so.

Steven had no plans of attending the
funeral. He had no plans of any kind. Perhaps, if he had plans of
one kind or another he wouldn’t have followed Elise home. Already,
allowing himself to perform an act he had told himself he wouldn’t
perform, made him doubt his mind. It made him doubt his thoughts.
Never would he have thought he would actually follow a girl home,
no matter how beautiful.

Where would it stop?

The frightening answer to that question was,
I don’t know.

He didn’t know much of anything anymore.

Only, that wasn’t true. He felt like he was
discovering more of himself than he ever knew existed. While he
hadn’t thought he would ever follow Elise home, he now knew he
would. At least that part of his psyche had now revealed
itself.

Ever since waking on the night of Jeremy’s
death, writing those things in his notebook, going for that walk,
he felt as though he were searching out the answers to a mystery.
And the next night, that strange occurrence with the clouds around
the water tower, only strengthened his feelings. Maybe he could
convince himself that was why he followed Elise home that day.
Maybe she was part of the mystery. Maybe she fit into it somehow.
Or maybe he was just using that belief to fulfill some perverse
desire.

School let out, the air of depression
hanging over the students once again. Some joked more than usual,
their way of coping with the sadness of the whole situation, but
the overall mood was a very somber one. The buses were lined up in
front of the school, ready to take the unlicensed and the carless
home. Another bus was headed for the Langdon Road Baptist Church,
for those interested in going. There were scarce few heads on that
bus, he noticed as the students filed into the yellow
monstrosities. He couldn’t blame them. There weren’t many people in
the high school who knew who Jeremy Liven was. But it was nice of
the school to give them half the day off. It let the family know
people were thinking about them. It let the family know people
cared.

And he couldn’t help noticing Elise coming
out of the school, head down and boarding bus number 11. It
surprised him. He felt like someone like her should be able to have
older friends more than eager to take her back and forth. He felt
relieved. It had just dawned on him she could very possibly have a
boyfriend. Certainly, if she had a boyfriend of driving age, he
would take her home. But that was not the case. If Steven were a
different type of person, he could have approached her and offered
her a ride.

Instead, he waited in the truck, smoking a
cigarette and watching as the buses filed out. It didn’t surprise
him bus number 11 headed toward Green Heights. He already thought
he might know exactly where the bus was going.

And maybe that was the real reason for him
following her home. Not some little obsessive thing. Maybe it was
something deeper. Something scarier.

The high school was situated in the middle
of a vast cornfield, brown and drab before the annual crop came up.
The bus didn’t stop until it reached the foot of the hill at the
bottom of Green Heights. It threw out its little red stop sign and
blinked its light, stopping at one of the older, nicer houses
before beginning the climb up the street and into the neighborhood
proper. He knew who would be getting out.

A few seconds later, Elise walked down the
steps and crossed the street to her house.

Feeling like it would be impossible for her
to know he was watching, he stared at her the entire way.

He grimaced. Something inside him was
secretly glad to know where she lived, even if it had meant
breaking the pact with himself. Another part of him, the part he
felt like he was just getting to know, was terrified.

He had known where she lived ever since
waking up from a jolting nightmare at around three o’clock this
morning, her address scrawled in his notebook.

Now he really thought he was going crazy. He
thought maybe none of this was happening at all. That he just
imagined writing those things in the notebook. Maybe he had
unconsciously seen her step out at 1411 Albany Lane yesterday after
school. That was a perfectly feasible possibility.

Even as he thought that he knew it wasn’t
true. Of course he hadn’t seen her step out of the bus yesterday.
With the current state of his obsession, he didn’t think it was
possible he could be within eyeshot of her and not know she was
there. If he had seen her step out of the bus yesterday, he would
have known it. He would have immediately dedicated the address, or
at least the location, to memory.

The bus pulled away and he reluctantly
pulled away after it. He didn’t know why he was reluctant. He
didn’t know what else he could do. Maybe hide the truck and go peep
in her windows. Bust down the door and rape her. No, he didn’t want
any of that stuff. He didn’t even know if his desire for her was
entirely sexual. He thought it had more to do with thinking they
were somehow connected. After all, he hadn’t even noticed her until
that fateful night of walking.

In so many ways, that had become a night of
firsts. That was the beginning to whatever mystery he currently
found himself ensnared by. The notebook. The
names . . . the names of the dead and the names of
the clouds. Elise, so perfect and lovely there in the night. The
nightmares. The water tower. Obscura (whatever that was). The
clouds moving around the tower. That heart- and time-stopping hum.
And now Elise’s address. And like a shadow over it all, the
suicides. Even now, pulling away from Elise’s house and feeling
alive with that sense of mystery, a funeral was underway at a small
church out in the country.

His world had become a very strange
place.

Overhead, the clouds were low and leaden,
pressing down on him as he drove the few minutes to his house. He
thought about that, marveling over it. A few minutes. He lived only
a few minutes away from her. Why couldn’t he ever remember seeing
her? That unnerved him.

He went inside and went straight to bed,
hoping to get a couple hours of sleep before his dad came home. His
dad had told him he wanted to spend an evening with him, maybe
watch a movie or something and Steven thought that sounded like
fun. Even though he was around him every day, he never really felt
like he was just hanging out with the man. They were each too busy
being depressed.

 


 


By the time Connor came home with spicy
burritos and chips and guacamole from a Mexican place in Alton,
Steven was holed up on the couch reading Charles Bukowski’s Post
Office.

“Hey,” Steven said.

“Hey,” Connor said, brandishing the bag of
food. “Hungry?”

“You bet.”

Connor had planned this whole evening out in
his head. He wanted the boy to crack. It wasn’t anything sadistic.
He just wanted to get inside Steven’s head, if only for a few
minutes. Maybe it was a bit passive-aggressive but it was something
he thought both he and the boy needed.

He put the food down on the floor. “You want
a beer?” he asked. He figured Steven was seventeen and, if he had
had any friends, would probably be drinking just about every
weekend anyway. Plus, Connor didn’t think anything would make him
open up better than a little alcohol in the system.

Steven looked somewhat incredulous. “Are you
kidding?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t sneak them
anyway.”

“Maybe once or twice. I figured you’d notice
if I took any more than that.”

“Oh, I would have. And I don’t intend to
make this a habit. I just figured that . . . well,
hell, we’ve both been going through some really difficult shit
lately. Tonight, let’s just get a little toasty and be done with
it. Put some things behind us.”

Steven nodded his head. “Yeah. That sounds
good. So what movie did you get?”

“Night of the Living Dead.”

Steven groaned. “That horrible eighties
thing? I’ve seen parts of that. It wasn’t very good.”

“No. That was Return of the Living
Dead. This is the original. Black and white. Classic.”

“Oh.”

“You’ll like it.”

Connor went into the kitchen and brought a
couple of Rolling Rocks out. He flipped on the TV and they idly
watched the news while they ate. Connor couldn’t stand to eat and
watch movies at the same time. It obliterated the sound and, when
he watched a movie, he liked there to be as few distractions as
possible. Besides, it seemed appropriate for it to be completely
dark outside before putting the movie on. And maybe there was just
the tiniest part of him that wanted to stretch this out as long as
possible. He really didn’t want to have what had built itself up in
his mind as “The Conversation.” He was just a little bit afraid to
have that conversation. He knew Steven. Rather, he knew Steven’s
habits but realized he didn’t have a clue about his inner workings.
Had no idea how Steven would react to the things he was going to
tell him.

Once they had finished eating the huge
burritos, Connor went to the kitchen and got them a couple more
beers before putting the DVD into the player.

Steven moved up onto the couch, sprawling
back and slowly sipping his beer.

Connor moved up into his easy chair.

For now, he was just going to think about
the movie. It was one of his favorites and it had probably been ten
years since he had actually sat down and watched it from start to
finish. But he couldn’t really concentrate. The movie flashed
against his eyes and bleated against his ears but his mind was
elsewhere. Thinking about what Ken had told him. Thinking about
what he was going to tell Steven. Thinking about how everything was
going to turn out. Thinking about things he probably should have
been thinking about all along.

The movie was over far too quickly.

“Another beer?” he asked Steven.

“Sure.”

Connor went back into the kitchen and
returned with more beer.

He handed one to Steven and sat down in the
chair. Steven sat up on the couch and Connor could tell he wanted
to leave the room. He was probably eager to get back into his
bedroom where he felt comfortable.

“Is anything bothering you?” Connor asked.
There, he at least asked a question, taking a step toward the
conversation.

Steven picked at a burgeoning hole in his
jeans. “No, nothing’s bothering me.”

There was a longer than comfortable silence
and Connor could tell Steven was desperately searching for
something to look at, something to take his eyesight away from
Connor.

“Come on, something has to bother you.
You’ve been through a lot of shit. I don’t ever want you to
get the impression I don’t care. I mean, I know I’m busy at work a
lot of the time and when I come home I just kind of sit around and
read but I want you to tell me if something’s bothering you.”

“Really, I’m okay.”

“Stevie . . . can’t you just
make something up.” Connor chuckled. It sounded desperate in his
ears. “I’m really trying here.”

Steven took in a deep breath.
“Sometimes . . .” he trailed off.

“Sometimes what?”

“I don’t know how to say certain things.
Sometimes I think if I start talking about what bothers me, I’ll
never stop talking about what bothers me and if something is always
bothering me then I won’t be the slightest bit happy. Like
acknowledging things just busts them wide open.”

“But you have to let these things out every
now and then. You have to unbottle. If you don’t then you’re just
going to explode. When I was married to your mother I did the same
thing. I went through every day with a smile on my face but I was
burning up on the inside because I thought . . . I
thought that the less I said the better. I thought that carrying on
a facade of happiness was good enough but all it did was hurt
everyone involved. If I would have let her know what was bothering
me earlier on . . . or if I had let someone
know what bothered me then maybe I could have figured out how to
work through it or, hell, maybe just get out of it
altogether . . . If I had done that, I think I’d be
a happier person.”

“Okay. You want to know what bothers me?
Just the tip of the iceberg?”

“I want to know everything.”

“Why did Mom have to die? I mean, why her?
Don’t get me wrong. I like living here with you. If there was a way
I could have gone to one house one day and one house the next, I
would have done that. But why does she have to be gone completely?
And why did it have to be so painful? Why did it have to drag on? I
guess it was quick as far as cancer goes but I had to watch her die
for over a year. How do you stay happy when something like that is
happening? I would come home from school and she would act like
everything was normal and I was expected to act like everything was
normal, but it wasn’t. She was dying. That bothers me. Her dying
bothers me a lot and I guess I wouldn’t be human if it didn’t
bother me but I don’t think it could have come at a worse time and
I’m just now starting to get used to her being dead and do you know
how that makes me feel?”

“Guilty as hell?”

“That’s exactly right. Guilty as hell. I
feel like there is always this part of me that has to carry around
some melancholy and if I feel happy for even a second then I feel
guilty.”

“You know she would have wanted you to be
happy. Above all things, I think that was what she cared about the
most. She probably wouldn’t mind seeing me crucified and, I don’t
know, tarred and feathered or something, but I think she would want
you to be happy.”

“And, deep down, I know that. But
then there are all these other sad things. Like the kids killing
themselves. Why does that have to happen? And it makes me feel like
I’m being . . . hunted or something. If all
of these kids can just pick up and kill themselves then what’s to
say I’m not going to do that one day? After all, that’s why we’re
having this talk, isn’t it? Because I’m a walking textbook example
of a potential suicide. I’m depressed out of my skull. I sleep all
the time. I don’t have any friends. I don’t have anybody to talk to
and the one friend that I was able to make in that whole school had
to be dragged away by his parents because his dad found some stupid
job somewhere else.”

“I have enough faith in you to know you are
not going to kill yourself.”

“Then why are we having this conversation.
Are you as guilty about Mom dying as I am?”

“We’re having this conversation because I
thought it would be a good thing for us to sit down and talk
because we haven’t really done much of that over the past couple of
years.”

“Well, we’re really talking now.” He didn’t
know if Steven was more upset or angry to be opening up.

“There’s another reason we’re having this
conversation, though.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ll get to it. I went to the park and saw
Ken yesterday.”

“Ken?”

“Yeah, Ken Blanchard. I’m sure you’ve heard
me mention him before. He’s that old guy who comes through town
about once a year.”

“Yeah . . . Drifter Ken. I
think I remember you mentioning him once or twice.”

“Well, he always has some pretty interesting
things to say but it’s all usually pretty down-to-earth. You know,
hillbilly wisdom or something. But yesterday he said something I
found a little odd.”

“What’s that?”

“He said he thought Gethsemane was
poisoned.”

There was silence again. Connor could tell
Steven was thinking about this, much like he had just
yesterday.

“Did he elaborate at all?”

“As a matter of fact, he did. He said he was
sitting in the park and swore he saw ghosts going into the water
tower. What do you make of that?”

“Yeah, I’d believe that.”

“So, without even really thinking about it
too much, you immediately believe some old guy who may or may not
be crazy saw ghosts going into the water tower?”

“Yes. You didn’t tell me he was crazy. Did
you think he was crazy before he told you this or after?”

“After.”

“If he hadn’t said crazy things before then
I’d believe him. That makes a big difference. A preacher tells you
he sees God and that’s just an occupational hazard. An atheist
tells you he sees God and your belief muscles flex a little.”

“What the hell have you been reading?”
Connor waved the question away. “So why would you believe him?”

“Because believing in things like that makes
the world a more interesting place. Besides, it’s not like he was
saying it to get attention or anything. He wasn’t talking to a
reporter. He was telling you what he saw. There’s nothing
wrong with that. People see things in different ways. Some people
see war as a way of obtaining peace. Others see war as murder. Some
people see clouds in the sky. Other people see
objects . . . people.”

“So if he really saw
these . . . ghosts, then what do you think it all
means?”

“It means the dead are restless.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. The world of the dead is a
separate world than ours.”

“The veil, right?”

“Yeah . . . the dead live
beyond the veil.”

“That’s what Ken said. He said there must be
some kind of trouble in the world of the dead or they were trying
to warn us of something.”

“So you don’t believe in that kind of
thing?”

“Well, I really didn’t want to believe in
that kind of thing. In fact, more recently, I’ve treated that kind
of thought like poison. But, as I was walking home, I wondered why
I felt that way. Why I so vehemently didn’t want to believe him.
Then I put it together. There was an incident that happened before
Ken had ever mentioned the ghosts and I had tried so hard not to
think about it I just kind of dismissed anything remotely related
to it.”

“What was the incident?”

“It involves you.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. It was during your mother’s viewing.
You know, where the relatives come to look in the open casket?”

“I know what a viewing is. I was there.”

“Yeah, I know you were there. Anyway, almost
everyone else had left and I had just finished walking old Uncle
Charlie out to his car when I came back in and saw you standing by
the coffin and looking down at your mother. I don’t know how long I
stood there, watching you. And while I was watching you, I thought
I saw something that just didn’t look right. You had kind of like
some bluish aura around you. Almost like fog or something and I saw
something rise from your mother’s body. It made all the hairs stand
up on my arms because I swear I thought it had to be her soul or
something. It didn’t last very long. This thing rose from her and
mingled with that aura that was around you and the look in your
eyes terrified me. And when it was over you were still standing
there . . . Just as normal as ever.

“That, in a strange way, is why I didn’t
want to believe Ken. I had myself so convinced what I had seen at
the viewing wasn’t anything at all, I couldn’t believe Ken
because if I believed him then it would make that previous ghost
more real . . . And then . . . And
then I’d be one of the crazy people who believe in ghosts. I don’t
know, I’ve never really thought of the dead living amongst the
living. It’s a creepy thought . . .” Connor could
have gone on but Steven interrupted him.

“I remember that.” He drew himself up on the
couch. His eyes had gone kind of blank. They had, Connor supposed,
turned inward as the boy looked to his past. “You saw some ghost of
Mom rising out of her. I talked to it. I was never really
sure if it happened or not. I wouldn’t have mentioned it to anyone.
I talked to the ghost and it told me something.” Something had
broken in Steven. His eyes were wet, a tear welling at the
duct.

“What did it tell you?”

“It told me I would be dead in two years. It
was Mom, telling me she knew I was going to die. And she told me
she couldn’t stand to see that but she didn’t think she could do
anything to stop it.” Steven stood up, wiped tears from his eyes
and fixed the blank expression back over his face. “I need to go to
my room now.”

“Steven . . .”

“Don’t, Dad. Just . . .
don’t. We can talk about this some other time.”

And then he was gone, disappeared into the
confines of his room. The Conversation was over.

 



 


Eight

Waiting

 


Spring was the season of waiting. Steven was
ready for winter to be over, ready for the cold to move on, ready
for school to end and the days of warm freedom to begin. His senior
year would be over and he knew the approaching summer would be the
last truly free one he had. His father hadn’t mentioned getting a
job but he knew he would be expected to work after he graduated. He
could put actual work off until the end of summer, under the
pretense of searching for a job. He was just glad his father
respected his slack for the time being.

On the day of Jeremy Liven’s funeral, clouds
had moved in. Deep, low clouds that contained an abundance of rain.
It had been a fitting day for a funeral and the clouds stuck around
for the next few weeks.

During that period of time, Steven fell into
a kind of lazy routine. He was far enough ahead in most of his
classes so he didn’t have to try very hard. That meant he only did
the necessary homework, moderately paid attention in class, and did
absolutely no studying whatsoever. This gave him more time for his
afternoon naps, which had become something of a ritual. He was sure
an outsider might view his naps as typical teenage sloth but he saw
them completely differently.

They were research.

Part of the search for that hidden
Gethsemane, for that hidden part of himself he had only caught in
glints and glimmers until recently. The dreams exorcised some part
of his subconscious he had never really acknowledged. Each time,
upon waking, he wasn’t sure whether he was happy or angered he
hadn’t scrawled anything in his notebooks. Either way, they were
blank every time. Maybe the naps weren’t working. Or maybe he was
just trying to force it.

After his nap he would usually leave his
bedroom and hang out with his dad. He seemed lonely. Steven
thought, maybe, he needed a woman in his life. But he knew his dad
well enough to know he just didn’t have that much interest. His dad
had divorced his mother when Steven was four and, as far as he
knew, had never seriously dated another woman since. So that left
Steven to play the role of companion. It didn’t matter what they
talked about, Connor’s face immediately brightened when he saw that
Steven was going to sit down in the living room and take time out
of his busy sleeping schedule to be with him.

They didn’t talk about anything too deep or
heavy. There wasn’t a return to the conversation of earlier. He
didn’t think either of them had fully digested what had been said
and he wasn’t sure what they should do if all those things were
true. In a way, it felt wrong to just ignore it and move on with
their lives but, in another way, it felt like the only thing they
could do.

And he wasn’t really running away from
anything. He just wasn’t talking about it with his dad because he
didn’t want him to wonder about him any more than he already
did.

He still took the evening walks, hoping to
see Elise. He thought if they just “coincidentally” ran into each
other again, words would be exchanged. But the only place Steven
saw her was at school. That left him, most nights, winding up in
the park and staring up at the huge water tower, wondering what the
hell was going on with his life.

He didn’t doubt what Ken had said in the
least. He was certain the old man probably did see ghosts going
into the water tower. And he was pretty sure he knew what was in
the water tower. It was a place for ghosts. It was black and empty,
the perfect confines for free floating souls that didn’t have any
sort of afterlife. He wasn’t even sure if he believed in the
concept of an afterlife. It only reassured him that, sometimes, his
thoughts were not entirely his own.

Some nights, staring up at the water tower,
he could hear that deep and powerful hum he had heard the first
night. Other times, there was nothing.

And always, every day, Steven studied the
clouds. He studied them outside as much as he studied Elise in the
school. That was when he began to imagine the Deathbreakers. He
couldn’t put faces to them and he knew they were pure fiction.
Nevertheless, he imagined them just behind the surface of the
clouds, waiting to come down and stop the impending suicides. Or
maybe they were there to take the souls of the dead to a happy
place. Some kind of heaven. Anywhere except inside the water tower.
The Deathbreakers. He liked the idea.

During the spring days, the clouds were
mostly stratus, low and thick, dripping with rain more often than
not. These were the least interesting clouds. He wanted the cumulus
clouds, the fluffy ones, or cumulonimbus, the thunderheads. But
they wouldn’t come until the later days of spring. The warmer
days.

Studying the clouds, he thought they looked
different over the water tower. They seemed to collect in the sky
above it. Thickening. And, hovering over it, they turned in
a slow spiral, reaching down toward the tower. The first time
Steven had seen this, it had scared him because he thought maybe it
was a tornado. But the clouds moved much too slowly and it wasn’t
really warm enough to have a tornado anyway. In his new mythology,
this was where the Deathbreakers were most heavily concentrated,
because whatever was in the water tower was their greatest
threat.

He went about his days thinking of Elise,
water towers and clouds, the Deathbreakers and his dreams. He
teased himself into thinking all this craziness was just a sign of
him becoming more mature, putting his adolescence behind him. What
he really wanted was some kind of change.

 


 


In his own way, Connor also waited.

After his conversation with Steven, he
didn’t know how to feel. It wasn’t as cataclysmic as he thought it
might have been. Maybe he had even wanted it to be
cataclysmic. At least then he could have somehow gauged how it had
gone. What he was left with was a sense of confusion and something
like dread.

Yes, that was it.

Dread.

Something bad was going to happen. Was
Steven really going to die? Were there really such things as ghosts
and, if there were, could they communicate with the living like
Steven had said Alison had? He didn’t know if he was able to make
that spiritual leap. He didn’t know if he was ready to give up that
one final grip on reality he had. If he did, it would be a major
shift in his viewpoint. He had always considered himself a
humanist, a rationalist. He placed his faith in humankind and
reason. If he chose to believe the dead were wandering around
Gethsemane, what else did that leave him open to believe?

He couldn’t bring himself to any kind of
philosophical conclusion. He didn’t even know if a conclusion was
necessarily important. How important was a conclusion if it made
you realize you no longer had control over anything, including your
own mind?

Almost without realizing it, he had put
Steven under suicide watch. He didn’t figure it could hurt and he
tried to be stealthy about it. Of course, he didn’t know what other
signs to look for when the obvious signs had been there for the
past two years. Unless Steven was going to leave a trail of
razorblades and pills or wander around with a rope hanging out of
his pocket, he didn’t know what to look for. There weren’t any guns
in the house so he didn’t have to worry about that.

So he paid more attention than he normally
did. He asked Steven how he was feeling. When Steven was in his
room, he kept the television or the radio turned down low so he
could hear him if anything strange happened. Steven probably didn’t
know it, but Connor was awake when he went out for his evening
walks and he was usually still awake when he came back. He felt bad
about the increased vigilance. He felt guilty. Like he thought
Steven was actually capable of doing something like that even
though, deep down, he was almost a hundred percent certain he
wasn’t. It was like he was accusing the boy before the crime.

But, he thought, as the old saying went,
“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

And that was better than Steven being hurt
by whatever unknown mechanism it was that caused people to do the
things four other children had done before.

To busy himself, to try and take his mind
away from all that morbidity, Connor embarked upon what had become
his spring ritual—cleaning and fixing things around the house that
needed to be cleaned and fixed. More so than reading or watching
movies, this kept him alert and aware of Steven’s comings and
goings. He could spring into action at any moment rather than
dropping off into a fictional oblivion.

He worked room by room. He was very
obsessive about his cleaning, not stopping until he was finished
and he wasn’t finished until every surface was sparkling and clean.
He threw a lot of stuff away—old papers and bills and pay stubs,
junk mail that had been pushed into the corners. Piles of books
were finally filed alphabetically onto the shelves and he had even
bought a new shelf he managed to work into the living room. The
books were a hazard of working in a bookstore. The generous
discount allowed him to bring home anything that struck his fancy
rather than enticing him to contemplate if he could really afford
it or not. He told himself he would read them all one day. If he
didn’t, somebody would. He had never been able to bring himself to
sell or throw away a book.

He worked at the store a little bit less,
generally coming home shortly after Steven returned from school.
Spring was the slow season at the store. The Christmas fervor had
completely died away and the college kids were not home for the
summer yet.

Outside, day after day, the rain came down
and Connor stayed in the house, organizing, telling himself he was
finally going to put together a home he and Steven could be
perfectly happy in and maybe even proud of.

And, still, there was that dread. Once the
house was clean it seemed to make the dread that much more obvious,
exposing it. Like it had always been there, lurking just below the
clutter.

Then, in the middle of April, it happened
again.

 



 


Nine

Suicide #5—Asphyxiation

 


Mary Lovell thought she’d seen a spider.

Her parents were on vacation. A second
honeymoon sort of thing. They were in Paris. Her mother had, for
years and years, gone on and on about springtime in Paris. She
guessed her stepfather had finally saved up enough money to give
that present to her. It made Mary happy they got along. She had
never known her real father—he had died while her mother was still
pregnant with her—but Mary knew her mom had been absolutely
miserable until meeting Tom. Mary figured some women needed another
person to make them feel whole.

She had been given permission to drive her
mom’s SUV while they were away. And she had made plans for a large
party tomorrow night. She didn’t figure it would hurt. She only
planned on inviting people she knew. She trusted her friends not to
trash the house too much.

She had just pulled the lumbering SUV into
the garage, a tight fit, when she thought she saw a spider.

She closed the door of the vehicle and saw
it scurry beneath the front tire. She thought it was a spider,
anyway. She guessed it could have been a mouse. It seemed to
contain a lot of mass. If it was a spider, it was a freaking
huge one.

She hated spiders.

She didn’t know if she should hunt the
beastie down and bludgeon it to death or if she should just let it
be, go into the house, and try to forget about it. If she did that,
then she would know it was out there . . .
waiting for her to come back, spinning its sticky webs, maybe even
laying eggs so more spiders could hatch. She imagined a multitude
of them, hiding under the car, myriad eyes staring out at her.

Relax, she told herself. It’s just
a spider.

Right, it was just a spider. Trying to shake
the thought out of her head, she decided to go into the house and
forget about it. The spider wouldn’t be able to knock down the door
or anything. And if she had to go anywhere in the near future, she
could just take her own car, sitting in the spider-free environment
of the driveway. Somehow, this made sense to her, even though she
knew outside was just as rife with spiders as the garage.

She entered the house, pushing the creepy
spiderthoughts from her mind. She threw her purse and backpack on
the couch and went into the kitchen to make a snack. She took the
snack into the living room, flipping on the television and staring
absently at it while she ate.

She found it hard to concentrate on the TV.
Her mind kept drifting to her party tomorrow night. Actually, she
thought more about the people she had invited to the party. She
thought about one person in particular—Derek Seymour. He was really
the one she wanted to come. She had three or four friends she
knew would come. Their boyfriends would probably show up.
And she had invited some other random kids she didn’t know very
well, making it seem less strange to invite Derek. She figured, as
with most students at Gethsemane, they would come if they knew
there was going to be alcohol there. And Mary intended to provide
that. She spent most of the money her parents left for her; Carrie,
Melissa and Shannon kicking in some cash of their own. Shannon’s
older brother, a twenty-five-year-old burnout who still lived at
home with her and her parents had bought it for them, as long as he
could come. Apparently, he didn’t have any qualms about trying to
ply a high school girl with liquor so that he could fuck her. Mary
supposed she didn’t care as long as she wasn’t the one being
fucked.

At least the invitation had made Derek aware
of her existence.

It wasn’t that she was hideous or anything.
She was average, if forced to describe herself. Not fat, not thin.
Not really a single striking feature. And she was quiet so whatever
personality she had wasn’t revealed at school. Derek was just as
quiet. He sat in the back of her art class looking aloof and
distant. Perhaps if he had been more verbose, she would have found
it easier to talk to him but his quietness was heavy and seemed to
clip any words that might have spilled from her mouth. She had made
Carrie ask him to the party. Carrie was giggly and talkative and
would say just about anything to anyone and she usually wasn’t very
discrete about it. She was almost afraid Carrie would scare him off
but she just couldn’t ask him herself.

Mary really hoped he would come to her
party.

She finished her bologna sandwich and called
Shannon to see if she wanted to come over and spend the night with
her. The spider still spun its web in the back of her head and she
didn’t think she wanted to be alone in the house. Shannon, one of
five children, was always happy to spend an evening away from
home.

Shannon’s mom dropped her off about an hour
later. They ordered pizza and drank some beers from the now
well-stocked refrigerator. They thought it would be both loathsome
and funny to go to school the next day with a hangover, so they
kept drinking, mixing the beer with an occasional shot of vodka.
Shannon called her boyfriend and had a lengthy and involved
conversation filled with teenage paranoia and fantasy. One minute,
Shannon was certain Tyler was the one and the next minute, she was
equally as sure he was sleeping with someone else. But by the time
she clicked off her cell phone, she loved him, loved him, loved him
and just couldn’t wait to see him at school tomorrow.

Shannon passed out on the couch sometime
around ten and Mary managed to stumble up to her room where she set
the alarm clock and promptly fell asleep.

 


 


Caught in the murky middle land between
wakefulness and dreams, Mary felt something brush against her
cheek. Her first thought was the spider she had seen in the garage.
Somehow it had gotten inside and now rested on her cheek. Or maybe
it was a different spider. It was spring, after all. Birthing
season. Maybe a whole lot of them had hatched. Maybe the house was
infested with them.

She brushed the tickle from her cheek and
opened her eyes, now wide awake.

She was surprised, maybe even a little
amazed, to see what was tickling her cheek.

Derek Seymour stood beside the bed, his hand
pulled up against his chest as if he was shocked his touch had
startled her. He stared down at her with his dark eyes.

“I’m sorry if I scared you,” he said. “Just
seeing you laying there . . . I had to touch
you.”

She didn’t know what to think. She had to be
dreaming. But the touch had seemed very real . . .
And Derek seemed very real, standing there by her bed, looking
plaintively down at her. What did he expect her to say? What
could she say?

“That’s okay,” she said, feeling kind of
dumb. Thinking, That’s all you could come up with? “I think
I’m still asleep.”

“No,” Derek said. “You’re very much
awake.”

But she doubted that. It had to be a dream.
That was the only way any of this made any sense. If it was a
dream, then what was she so nervous about? Anything could happen in
a dream and there wasn’t really any harm done to anyone, was there?
If it was a dream, she thought, then maybe she should just play
along.

“No, I have to be dreaming,” she said aloud,
immediately regretting it, as though the power of that statement
had the power of dissolving the dream.

“Why does it have to be a dream?”

“Because you’re here.”

“And that seems strange?”

“Yeah, we’ve never even talked
before . . . Not that I haven’t wanted to.”

“But we’re talking now. Would it help you if
you thought it was a dream?”

“I don’t know.” She pushed the covers from
her body, suddenly hot, and realized she had fallen asleep in her
clothes. Jesus, he probably thought she was a pig.

“If this were a dream, what would you
say to me?”

“I don’t . . . I’m not really
sure.”

“Because I’ll tell you exactly what I want
to say to you and I hope it’s not so different from what you would
say to me. I think you’re beautiful. I’ve watched you since the
beginning of the year. I’ve seen every move you’ve made. I’ve
imagined us together. I’ve imagined touching you. And that’s
exactly what I want to do now.”

Her mouth was now very dry.

“That . . .” she said, short
of breath. “That was almost exactly what I would say to you.”

“Then come with me.”

“Where are you going? Wouldn’t you like to
get in my bed?”

“The bed is no place for virgins. You don’t
want to lose your virginity in your bed. Follow me.”

Her throat tightened. Lose her
virginity? While she was honored Derek wanted to be the one to
perform that feat (if it could really be called a feat) she didn’t
know if she was really ready for all that. But, before she could
stop herself, she was following him down the hall of her house,
past Shannon passed out on the couch, toward the garage. Derek
reached the door and put his hand on the brushed steel knob.

“How ’bout out here?”

“I can’t go out there,” she said, standing
back from Derek as though he were the spider.

“Why can’t you come out here with me, Mary?
I’ll be gentle.”

“No, it’s not that. It’s the garage.”

“Yes, the garage is a good place to lose
your virginity. It’s dirty. It smells. And when we’re finished, you
can go climb back into your bed and smell the last scents of your
innocence.”

“There are spiders out there.”

“There aren’t any spiders in the
garage.”

“No, there are. I saw one
earlier . . . and I didn’t kill it. I really should
have killed it but I . . . I just couldn’t.”

“Come out with me. If we see a spider,
I’ll kill it. Okay? A spider’s not going to hurt us.”

“Okay,” she said. “But I don’t know if I
want . . . what you want. I mean, we can fool around
or whatever.”

“Remember, Mary, this is a dream. You can do
anything you want in a dream and you’re still going to wake up the
same person.”

“This is too real to be a dream. You said
yourself that it wasn’t a dream.”

“Then why don’t you touch me to find out if
I’m real?”

She took a couple steps toward him. He
turned the knob and opened the door. She continued to follow him.
If it was a dream then the spider couldn’t hurt her and Derek
wouldn’t be able to hurt her either. Still strangely separated from
reality, she wanted it. She wanted whatever it was he had to give
her and, looking at him back into the darkness of the garage, she
didn’t think she cared what happened. She just wanted to feel his
hands on her. She wanted him to paw her. She wanted him to take her
however he wanted to take her and if it was bad then she could just
wake up from the dream and it would all be over. She would just be
little virgin Mary, pining for boys that didn’t have any interest
in her.

Now they stood in the darkness of the
garage, a milky yellow light from the streetlamps filtering in
through the windows.

She went to him.

Felt his warmth against the palm of her
hand. Looked into his warm and pleading eyes as he put his hands
against her cheeks and pulled her in for a kiss.

Yes, she thought. This was what she
had wanted for so long.

Their lips met. While his tongue played
against hers, she felt something in her hair, distracting her,
ruining the moment. He broke the kiss, pushing her slightly away
from him so he could run his eyes over her body. She reached her
hand into her hair, pretending to casually brush it behind her
ear.

She felt a ticklish squirming and pulled her
hand around in front of her. A spider wriggled on her fingertips.
She jerked with shock and threw it on the floor of the garage,
grinding it against the cement with her socked foot, forgetting she
wasn’t wearing shoes. It felt especially wet and sticky against her
sole.

“There now,” Derek said. “You got your
spider and you didn’t even need me.”

“Can’t we go inside?”

“No, not yet. Not until you’ve been
fucked.”

“Then do it.”

Derek grabbed her, turning her around so she
could see their reflections in the driver’s side window of the SUV.
He pressed himself against her ass, turning her head so he could
kiss her. Their mouths locked again, only this time she didn’t know
if she liked it so much. His tongue choked her, going too far into
her mouth, all the way to her throat. She coughed and he pulled his
tongue out.

But it felt like it was still in her
mouth.

She looked at her disgusted face in the
window.

A spider, thick and black, clung to the
corner of her lips.

Beyond her reflection, in the cab of the
SUV, she saw more spiders, crawling everywhere. They covered the
seats and the dashboard. They spun webs between the ceiling and the
windshield.

She gagged and felt their spindly legs in
her throat.

Derek grabbed her, pulling open the car door
and shoving her inside. He climbed in on top of her and she felt
the spiders everywhere, tickling her eyes, filling her mouth,
scurrying under her clothes, crawling down her throat and into her
belly. She had a coughing fit but the coughing didn’t make anything
better. Derek wasn’t there anymore. The spiders had devoured his
skin, bursting through his body, obliterating him.

Everything faded out.

 


Shannon woke up the next morning, wondering
if she had been dreaming about the sounds coming from the garage.
Had the car really been running all that time and, if so, why? She
could understand a little warming up but Shannon was pretty sure
she had first heard the car sometime before dawn.

When she opened the garage door, a
nauseating wave of exhaust hit her and she immediately suspected
what had happened. She had, after all, had suicide on her mind
since the beginning of the school year. She rushed over to the SUV.
She saw Mary slumped over in the seat. Shannon had her cell phone
in her hand, now thankful for her communication addiction. She
called 911, turning off the ignition and hoping there was some life
left in Mary.

 


 


While the dream spiders crawled their way
down Mary Lovell’s throat, Steven woke up from his sleep. Looking
down at the notebook in his hand, he thought maybe he had been in
more of a trance state rather than actually sleeping. It seemed he
had written a story called “The Jackthief.” But he knew he didn’t
have time to read it just yet. It was time for his evening
walk.

Stepping out into the swirling mist, he had
no idea tonight was finally the night that he would talk to Elise
Devon. Had he known that, he wouldn’t have been thinking about the
water tower or the clouds or the dead or the strange story he had
written in his notebook while unconscious.


 


Ten

Steven Meets Elise

 


Out into the cool night, a Marlboro between
his lips, the smoke mingled with the mist, filling his lungs.

Aimless. He felt like he didn’t have a
single direction other than the water tower and he didn’t have any
idea what that meant. He didn’t think he knew what anything meant
anymore. He hadn’t thought it was possible for the world to get any
worse after his mom died but, struggling against the mist and the
increasing wind, scrabbling toward the tower, he had the harsh
feeling that it had.

Why did his dreams always leave him feeling
like this?

Things had gotten worse. Much worse. He
couldn’t pinpoint a single thing and that only increased his
feeling of hopelessness. Yes, there were the suicides. Those were
concrete. But, would anyone ever know the real cause of the
suicides? No. He didn’t think they would. The suicides were not
even the real reason for his dispassion. It was just a feeling,
all-pervasive, and he didn’t think he would ever know why he truly
felt any certain way.

Reaching the park, he sat down on the same
bench his father had sat with Ken nearly a month ago. Around the
time of the talk.

Maybe that conversation was what had planted
some dark seed, just waiting to sprout roots that spread themselves
through his mind.

He stared at the water tower, thinking it
was just about the strangest color he could think of. White with
just the faintest traces of green, almost like it was supposed to
glow in the dark. And he thought about what his dad told him Ken
had said.

The dead walking into the water tower.

What would the dead want with an old water
tower? Were they ghosts? It was possible Ken had seen something
that didn’t have anything to do with either ghosts or the dead.
Maybe the old guy had just seen a group of Goths and been
confused.

Steven looked away from the water tower,
putting his face in his clammy hands. Something had to change. He
didn’t know what exactly. He didn’t even know if the change had to
be for the better. He only knew he could not go on every day
feeling like he did now.

While the suicides were not the cause of his
depression, it didn’t help his mood any that he felt certain
someone else had died tonight. No, he corrected himself, they
didn’t just die, they committed suicide. He was sure of it. He
didn’t know why. It was just something he felt deep in his
bones.

Well, there wasn’t any sense in sitting here
on a bench after midnight with his head in his hands, getting ready
to bawl. He decided to head back home, curious about whatever it
was he had written while supposedly asleep, wondering if it would
provide some clue about whoever it was that died tonight. Standing
up, he took note of how truly foggy it was. The sidewalk was not
even visible from where he stood.

Not that it mattered, he guessed. He could
find the sidewalk or impale himself on the fence. He figured it was
all the same in the long run. Moving along with the same aimless
lack of direction that had brought him here, he moved into the fog,
letting its confusion wrap him in its soft hands.

He drifted below the haloes of the
streetlamps that seemed very far way, in absolutely no hurry to be
home.

While curious, he was terrified to read his
notebook. If there was some clue about the dead buried in there, he
didn’t think he wanted to be the possessor of that secret
knowledge.

He looked deeper into the fog, not knowing
what he expected to see. Himself, coming toward him. The faces of
the dead, perhaps, all flocking to the water tower because that was
where all the really with-it dead people went. Maybe the girl.
Yeah, the girl. Elise. That was the only thing that seemed
truly nice to him and he tried not to listen to himself when his
mind told him she was just as much a fantasy as everything else.
While he knew her name, knew what she looked like, knew what she
sounded like and knew where she lived, everything aside from those
simple and somewhat sparse facts was a concoction of his
imagination.

So when he saw the dark figure shambling
along in the fog in front of him, he didn’t want to think it could
possibly be her. From this distance, it could just as easily have
been a psychopathic homosexual rapist cannibal, out scouting the
suburb for some fresh teenage boy meat.

Nevertheless, he picked up his pace, closing
the distance between him and the figure, feeling more sure it was
her. He had studied her closely in the past weeks. He knew how she
moved. Once he drew to within a few feet, his heart and brain began
beating around in his body.

It was her! It was actually her, dressed in
a black sweatshirt and a black skirt that flapped below her knees
as she walked along in the dark. A thousand thoughts flooded him
and it seemed like each thought canceled the next one out.

He could not let her walk away again without
saying something to her.

But he didn’t want to startle her by calling
out or tapping her shoulder from behind.

He didn’t want to follow her all the way
home. That would be creepy.

He didn’t want to make a fool of himself. He
didn’t even know what to say.

Then she stopped and he nearly ran into the
back of her. He stopped short, thinking, “Oh shit,” before
realizing that bumping into her and then saying, “Excuse me,” would
have been a perfect way to begin a conversation. But that was him,
always—

“Are you like stalking me or something?” She
turned around, nearly face to face with him.

He didn’t know what to say. If he had ever
had a dream girl in his life then she was the one and he found
himself suddenly gripped by the fear that she would turn out to be
completely normal. And by completely normal, he meant completely
dull and boring. But, as he stammered for the right words to her
point blank question, he looked into her eyes, really looking into
her for the first time, and knew she was not dull or boring in any
way. Her eyes had a kind of cynical depth. A sparkle like she was
keeping a secret she wasn’t going to tell anyone. After looking in,
he liked what he found.

“I . . .” he stammered. “I
was just on my way home.” He wiped his sweaty hands on his sweater.
His face burned and he knew it was probably red with heat, despite
the chill in the air.

“I’ve seen you at school,” she said, one
hand on her hip, the other left to gesture beside her torso. She
wore dark-rimmed glasses. He had never seen her wear glasses. “Your
name’s Steven.”

“Yes,” he said, amazed she knew his name.
“Steven Wrigley. And you’re Elise.”

“Elise Devon. You’ve been watching me.”

To say the least, he thought, knowing
now was not the appropriate time for such honesty.

“That’s okay,” she said. “I’ve been watching
you too.”

“You have?”

“Ever since the last time we saw each other
like this.”

“That was when I started watching you.”

“Why do you walk at night? Do you do it
often?”

“Every night since then.”

“Why?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Is it because you were hoping to see me
again?”

“Maybe,” he said, knowing she was pretty
much the only reason his midnight walks had become so
regular. The smoking, the water tower, the clouds, the search for
ghosts—those now seemed like excuses.

“Do you find me attractive?” she said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I just do. I like to look at
you and you look like you know more than a lot of other girls.”

“Know more?”

“Yeah. You look like you have more
depth.”

“I’ve always wanted to look like I had more
depth. You make me sound like an ocean.”

“I didn’t expect you to be this
talkative.”

“I’m usually not. I find you attractive too,
by the way.”

“Oh . . . thanks.”

“We should date or something.”

He didn’t know what to think. It felt like a
dream. Maybe it was a dream.

“I’d like that.”

She began walking and he pulled up beside
her.

“So why do you come out walking?”

“I don’t know. The night air feels nice
sometimes. Sometimes I feel claustrophobic in my house. My parents
fight a lot. My stepmom’s kind of a bitch. And then they like to
have make-up sex and I guess they either think I don’t know what’s
going on or I’m old enough to handle it. Anyway, it kind of grosses
me out and makes me feel uncomfortable, so I go outside. Don’t you
think that’s funny?”

“What?”

“That I can stay inside while they’re
fighting but when it comes to the cries of passion I have to
leave.”

“It’s not so funny.”

“No?”

“No. I guess for the same reason there’s
more violence than sex on TV. We’re just conditioned to feel more
comfortable with violence.”

“Isn’t that sad? It’s probably so we won’t
mind so much when we bomb somebody else.”

“It’ll just be more television.”

“Anyway, it’s kind of funny when they fight.
Rachel, that’s my stepmom, likes to throw things. Do your parents
fight?”

“No. I just live with my dad.”

“Divorce?”

“Well . . . and death.
Or . . . divorce and then death is more like
it.”

“Oh,” she said, silenced. He was used to
people either remaining silent after he told them that or quickly
changing the subject. Elise did neither. She said, “At least you’re
not an orphan.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle. “That’s
true.”

“So, do you live in Green Heights?”

They were coming up on his house. “I live
right up there.”

“Are you ready to go home or would you like
to keep walking?”

“I think I’d like to keep walking. It’s nice
to have company.”

“I’m not going to let you kiss me.”

He didn’t know if he had heard her right.
“What?”

“I said, ‘I’m not going to let you kiss me.’
No matter how long you walk with me. No matter how great the
conversation is. I’m not going to let you kiss me tonight.”

“That’s okay. Why would you think I expected
you to?”

“A lot of boys would. I mean, just because a
girl talks to you doesn’t mean she wants to be ravaged by you.”

“Believe me, I know that. I can’t imagine
too many girls wanting to be ravaged by me.”

“But we could hold hands though. It’s kind
of foggy, I don’t want to lose you.”

She held out her small, pale hand and he
took it. They continued walking around the neighborhood. He was
amazed at how his mood had lifted. It was only a few minutes before
that he had wondered about the point of it all and now here he was,
knowing moments like this, stolen from the throat of time, were the
point of it all. The conversation continued smoothly, jumping from
topic to topic. He found out she liked reading and painting and not
much else. Her friends bored her. She envied him because he was
almost finished with school. He insisted on walking her home when
she said she was tired.

Nearly to her house, she said something he
had been too weirded out by to bring up.

“You know what us seeing each other tonight
means, don’t you?”

“No.” He played dumb.

“Someone else has killed themselves.”

“What makes you say that?”

“The last time we saw each other was the
night that boy killed himself. I wonder who it was this time.”

“But what about the others before?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe the suicide
virus is gaining speed.”

He didn’t like the sound of “the suicide
virus” at all.

“We should do this again tomorrow.”

“Maybe, we’ll have to be careful, though. If
we keep meeting each other then we might be the only ones
left.”

“That’s a bleak outlook.”

“Yours is every bit as bleak,” she said,
looking into his eyes. She had a way of staring at him that, when
it was direct like now, seemed to hitch onto something in the
center of his body. “And on that note,” she said, taking a small
bow.

“Goodnight,” he said.

“Goodnight.” She disappeared into her house.
He stared at the looming structure, imagining which bedroom was
hers. Then he started back home.

By the time he reached his house, the sun
had just started to come up and the sky was pink. He opened the
door to the house and his dad, sitting there in his chair, turned
to look at him. He looked kind of pissed off.

“Where the hell have you been?” Connor said
in a tone Steven didn’t think he’d heard since he was a little
kid.

“Walking,” he said, trying to sound
nonchalant. He knew it would probably turn his dad’s mood around to
know he had been walking with a real live girl, but he decided to
withhold that particular nugget of information.

“For like five hours? You cannot keep doing
this.”

“I can and I will.”

“Steven.”

“Dad. What? What do you want me to
say? I’m here. I’m safe. I didn’t fucking kill myself, okay? I’m
going to bed now. And I’m not going to school today. If you
remember, please call and tell them I’m sick.”

Before his dad could respond, Steven slid
into his room feeling a little shitty, cringing when he heard a
sound that sounded very much like his dad punching a wall.

Maybe everyone is a little out of character
tonight, he thought.

His eyes fell upon the story, scrawled in
his nearly illegible handwriting in the notebook teetering at the
edge of his nightstand. There was still that curiosity, niggling at
his brain. But there was also the reluctance, the reticence, the
hesitation outweighing the curiosity. He figured his dream for the
night was over and now it was time for him to try and get some
sleep. He could deal with the mystery—the potentially
really-bad-and-scary-things—tomorrow.
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TWO


 


Eleven

Story

 


The Jackthief

 


Oletta Goom awoke on the morning of
October 1st, going into the baby’s
room and knowing exactly what she would find.

Emptiness.

The crib stood in the middle of the room,
white cotton blankets piled up against one side. Outside, the wind,
turned cold with the season, spat at the house and invaded the open
window. Oletta grabbed the worn wooden rail of the crib with a bony
hand and cried, her tears running down her wrinkled face and
falling onto the cotton sheet that still smelled faintly of
Jacquelyn. “Jack,” Oletta had called her. But now Jack was
gone.

Just like all of the girls that had come
before her. And it was always on this day, the first birthday, that
the Jackthief came and took them away. Now she would have to wait
another year before going into the haunted woods to claim her
prize.

Unless she could find out where the
Jackthief took the babies. Unless she could get this one back.

 


 


Oletta had been several years younger when
she retreated to her house in the woods. Perhaps it was more of a
shack, but it served the purposes of shelter and warmth. Shelter
and warmth. Maybe it wasn’t all she wanted, but it was all she
needed, along with a little food every now and then.

What Oletta wanted more than anything was a
baby. She was not a young woman anymore, twenty years past
childbearing age, but that desire had never left her. It was only
upon the death of her husband she had realized it was an
impossibility. Before, she had always prayed for a miracle. Maybe,
she had thought, God would fix whatever was broken inside her and
she would finally get pregnant. But it never happened. She refused
to succumb to the determinist attitude that said, “It just wasn’t
meant to be.”

So her husband had died and she had moved to
the woods. If she was going to be alone, she thought, she was going
to do it right.

That was what she had expected to find in
the woods—loneliness, solitude, the chance to confront a past that
had fallen so far from her little girl dreams.

But moving to the woods proved to be the
source of more joy and sorrow than she would ever know.

It was there she met the Jackthief. There,
during the strangest of circumstances.

Summer drew to an end and autumn crept in
and Oletta didn’t see how she was going to spend a winter alone in
the tiny shack. She figured her best days were well behind her and
there weren’t going to be any good ones ahead. She had experienced
all the self-exploration she could and, finding only emptiness,
decided to end her life of longing. She found a length of strong
rope in the old woodshed. She was going to take the rope out into
the woods, find a good sturdy branch, and hang herself. She didn’t
plan on learning how to do it proper. If she had to dangle for a
while, choking on her own windpipe, then that would be penance for
the awesome sin she was about to commit.

After a brief survey, she found a capable
branch. The rope was slung around her neck to give her frail arms
the strength to carry an old wooden ladder. The day was
monochromatic. The clouds were bloated black-gray, threatening
rain. Maybe, if it rained, it would help weigh down her body.

It took about a half hour to make sure
everything was in place. She figured the knot was strong enough to
hold. Climbing to the top of the ladder, the fiber of the rope
scratchy around her neck, the sky rumbled a hungry growl and she
hoped it would drown out the sound of her strangling to death.

Standing at the top of the ladder, she
wondered if she was doing the right thing. But this wasn’t a
spontaneous decision. It was something she had thought about for a
very long time. This was the only way out. The lonely days had
become unendurable and she was too proud to be stuck in this
constant state of self-pity.

The sky screamed.

Oletta took a deep breath and kicked the
ladder away.

She dropped. The rope tightened around her
neck.

And then broke.

She fell to the ground. Lightning streaked
across the sky, fat cold drops of rain hammered down, and her life
changed forever.

On the other side of the huge sycamore tree
she had tried to use to kill herself, she heard a baby crying.
Oletta unfastened the rope from around her neck, not believing what
it was she thought she heard. Nursing a twisted ankle, she trudged
through the dead leaves, turned soggy, until she found the source
of the crying.

When she saw the baby, swaddled in black
cloth, at the base of the tree, her face split and her tears
mingled with the beating rain. Stooping down, she picked up the
baby and took it back to the house, wanting to get it out of the
rain, wanting to get it into the warmth.

Sometimes, Oletta knew, when a person wants
something so much, it is not necessary to question the source. It
is not necessary to question the truth or validity behind that
desire. A Christian wants a God to save her and an afterlife to
house her soul when she dies. The Christian does not question these
things, she believes them and calls that belief faith. So Oletta
believed in her new baby.

She took it home with her. First she named
her Jacquelyn and called her Jack. She loved Jack. She fed her and
sang to her and talked to her and cared for her and took her
everywhere she went. She even took her into the town to buy food
and clothes, not caring if the folk talked and wondered. They
would, Oletta knew, come up with their own reasons why she now had
a baby and those reasons could not come remotely close to the
fantastic truth.

For exactly one year, Oletta was the mother
of a beautiful baby.

On Jack’s first birthday, a full year since
Oletta had found her, Oletta opened the door to her room and
discovered the baby gone, the bedroom window open, a cold wind
blowing in. For an entire year after this discovery, she searched
for baby Jack. Searched and mourned because she knew the baby was
gone. She began to wonder if Jack had ever been there in the first
place.

That was the worst year of Oletta’s life,
having had something and then lost it. Each day was worse than the
one before. Her life had become a spiraling black nightmare as she
wondered about who would steal the only thing she had ever wanted.
She never found the Jackthief but she had a picture of him in her
mind.

The Jackthief was carved from wood and bone.
He traveled by moonlight and drank the sorrow of others. He was
drawn to this sorrow, drinking it in and, drunk from it, had to
create more. Oletta knew the Jackthief had always been there. He
was the one who had snapped the rope when the only thing she wanted
to do was snap her neck. He did it because she had not suffered
enough. She was a well of suffering and the Jackthief had not drunk
the last of that well. So he had let her love the baby for a year.
And just as quickly, he had taken it away, once again cloaking her
in sorrow. Now he surrounded her in the woods, watching her,
mocking her silently as she searched and searched.

No, she never saw him but she knew he was
there. Exactly a year since losing Jack, she found the baby in the
same place she had found her two years earlier. The baby was the
same size as that first time and Oletta had a distinct feeling of
falling back two years in time. But, once again, the sorrow had
lifted. She had her baby. Maybe the circumstances were not normal.
Maybe they weren’t even believable, but it was nice to hold Jack in
her arms once again and feel a year of sadness melt away.

Over the next two years, the cycle repeated
itself.

After losing Jack again, Oletta did not
search for her.

She sat in her house and waited, her mind
expanding out into that depressed ocean, knowing that her time
would come again. Yet, knowing that did not make it easier. The
only thing she could think of was the year after, when she would
have to go without the baby again. And, after all, wasn’t the point
of having a baby to watch it grow? To shape it and give it a good
life? To see what kind of adult it became?

That year, Oletta decided she was not going
to go without Jack again.

On October 1st, when she found Jack under the tree, Oletta said
to her, “I’m never letting you go. If he takes you again, I will
find you.” And she took the baby back home and they had another
good year but now the time had come again and Oletta stood in an
empty room, surrounded by nightmares.

 


 


That morning, she left the house in search
of the Jackthief, knowing he was out there, somewhere. She was not
going to go back home until she found the baby. For days, she
wandered deeper into the woods, the noose of cold and hunger
wrapping around her neck.

Madness rats nibbled at her brain. She
followed the Jackthief. She followed his scent. He smelled like wax
and fallen leaves. He smelled like memories. Some nights, she
thought she heard the baby crying. Some nights, she thought she
heard the Jackthief laughing, laughing as he told the most sinister
bedtime stories to the baby.

She became hungry and confused, knowing she
was too far from her house to ever get back. The sorrow was black
and swollen in her mind. She let it grow, knowing the greater the
sorrow, the more likely she was to see the Jackthief. And then she
could take her baby back.

On the night of her death, before the
Jackthief came and took the sorrow away for good, Oletta couldn’t
open her eyes. She couldn’t see the Jackthief. But she thought she
could open her eyes far enough to see the little black bundle that
he held in his arms. She pawed at the blankets, wanting to touch
Jack’s soft baby skin one last time but the thing inside the
blankets was not Jack.

It was carved from wood and bone.

It smelled like burning wax and dead
leaves.

And when it opened its mouth, it didn’t want
milk, it wanted to drink sorrow and a whole life filled with
longing. And when it satiated itself on those things, it laughed,
and moved on to the next person in the next town, fat on
sadness.

 


 


Steven wiped the sleep from his eyes and read
the story again.

He didn’t know how he had written it.

He didn’t know why he had written it.

He didn’t know what it meant.

It seemed to come from outside himself. More
and more, lately, he had thought about writing something—but not
anything as ambitious as a story. Sometimes, lines and phrases
entered his head and he thought it would be cool to write them down
and maybe turn them into poems or something but he figured it would
be in the vein of what he had been reading lately: Kerouac,
Ginsberg, Burroughs, Bukowski. If he wrote anything he thought it
would be some expression of personal freedom, a giant run-on
sentence, surrealistic cut-up pastiches or semi-humorous grit. Not
a story if, written by anybody else, he probably wouldn’t have
read.

It was a horror story. He thought he had
outgrown horror so he didn’t know why he would write it.

This discrepancy made him feel like it had
to be some kind of clue to the huge mystery developing around him.
He just had no idea what kind of clue it might be. After finishing
it a second time, he lay back in his bed and lit a cigarette,
smoking in his room because he was still mad at his dad and didn’t
give a flying fuck if he broke the man’s heart. Now he thought
about the story and the previous night. He found himself replaying
parts of the conversation and hoping he would see Elise again
tonight, wishing she would actually want to go out with him in the
future. He wondered if his obsession with Elise was pure, natural
teenage chemistry, or if she was part of it all. Already, he had
found he didn’t really care. She made him care about not much of
anything except her. If he were older and wiser, he would have seen
this as the beginning of love.

 



 


Twelve

The Suicide Virus

 


Steven finally wandered out of his room. His
bladder felt swollen and distended. After taking care of business
in the bathroom, he went out into the house, entering the kitchen
to make some coffee, hoping it would help clear his mind a little.
It seemed like things were too full in there. He half-wished he was
a teen alcoholic or pothead so he could just pacify himself with
his chosen addiction and crawl into his bed, riding the wave of
some calming music streaming through his head. But, alas, he
couldn’t. Sad, really, he couldn’t even cultivate some addiction to
take himself away from his brain.

As the coffee began brewing, he noticed the
light on the answering machine flashing. He pressed the “PLAY
MESSAGES” button, hoping it would be Elise, thinking it was
possible she’d looked his name up in the phonebook. It wasn’t
her.

“Hey, Steven, it’s me, Connor, also known as
‘Dad.’” He grimaced at the machine, not knowing why he had become
so angry at his father. “I just wanted to say I was sorry for
yelling at you this morning. I know you can take care of yourself.
I just worry sometimes. That’s not so bad, is it? Anyway, if you
need to talk about anything, give me a call here at work. I’ll
probably be pretty late. Bye.”

He hit the erase button. His dad’s passive
aggressiveness was beginning to irritate him. Of course he would be
working late. Whenever times became the least bit rough, Connor
Wrigley worked late. That was the way it had always been. When his
parents had first separated and Connor had Steven on the weekends,
he worked most of them, shunting Steven off to his grandparents’
house in Glowers Hook, letting them ease Steven into his new way of
life. When his mother had died, Connor had taken a month off work
but, after that, it was back to twelve hours a day, seven days a
week, Steven spending many hours at home alone, wondering why his
dad didn’t want to spend more time with him.

He poured a cup of coffee, turning on the
television and hoping to zone out. But even the TV, that great
hypnotist, would not allow him to do this. On one of the news
stations littering cable, Steven was surprised to hear the news
people talking about Gethsemane. Even more strange that it was a
national news show. Not quite the top story, it was a segue before
going to sports or weather, the only news people seemed to care
about.

The square-jawed newscaster rearranged the
muscles in his face, denoting levity and said, “And finally, in our
across-the-nation report, we turn our eyes toward Gethsemane, Ohio,
a small farming town suffering from what locals call ‘The Suicide
Virus.’

“In just eight months, Gethsemane has been
home to five suicides, all by young adults under the age of
eighteen. Local officials say they are investigating this
disturbing trend but claim there are not any suspects in what
appear to be straight suicides with no signs of foul play. As of
now, the most likely cause, says Sheriff Barney Elkton, is some
kind of suicide pact, even though the suicides have had virtually
no contact with one another and very little in common, except the
town of Gethsemane.”

The newscaster looked away, turning toward
his much younger female co-anchor to his left. She shook her head
and said, “That is certainly a tragedy.”

The man tucked his chin into his neck,
saying, “Hopefully, Gethsemane has seen its last.”

The camera moved closer to the woman and she
said, “And when we come back we’ll find out where our travel expert
will be going on summer vacation.”

Probably not Gethsemane, Ohio, Steven
thought, flipping the stations until he came to a home improvement
show, feeling he was unlikely to see anything too depressing
there.

So, Elise had been right. Someone else had
killed him or herself. They hadn’t mentioned the latest suicide by
name. Maybe that was out of respect for the family. Steven looked
out the window more than at the television. He hoped it didn’t
rain. The rain made the walks far less enjoyable, although he
figured it wouldn’t be so bad now that it was getting warmer. He
wasn’t planning on being there when his dad came home from work.
Steven was afraid, with the latest suicide, his dad might not even
let him leave the house. Maybe he thought Steven was part of
whatever suicide pact the newscaster had mentioned.

He knew the business about a suicide pact
wasn’t true. If anything, the kids were killing themselves because
they lived in Ohio. But he didn’t really believe that, either.
Whatever it was, he felt like something was happening to
cause the suicides. And, try as he might to force the thought out
of his head, he couldn’t help but feel involved in the suicides. He
tried to dismiss the idea as pure guilt—like he was feeling guilty
for being part of the judgmental society that pushed these people
to their deaths, or feeling guilty for being so helpless. But he
knew it went deeper than that.

His thoughts continually drifted back to the
notebook. His writings, rantings, or whatever they were, fit into
it somehow. But he didn’t even know where to begin. Other than the
fourth suicide’s name and maybe the water tower there didn’t seem
to be any connection at all. And while the story he had written
dealt with suicide, he was pretty sure Gethsemane did not boast
anyone named Oletta Goom. He sat there in the chair, thinking
thoughts like that and hoping he wasn’t going insane himself.

Perhaps that was how the suicide virus
began. The potential suicide is filled with all sorts of useless
information and some vague sense of purpose so they struggle to
make sense of all that information, the struggle eventually leading
to some form of quiet madness before, finally, suicide.

The names of the suicides.

The names of the clouds.

The water tower.

Obscura.

The story.

Oletta Goom.

The Jackthief.

Did the Jackthief have anything to do with
the suicides?

He was reluctant to think there was some
supernatural monster out there, driving people to commit suicide.
That seemed far-fetched. Then again, five suicides in a town the
size of Gethsemane seemed far-fetched also.

Why would it be up to him to figure out
anything to do with the suicides, anyway? Maybe he was just
suffering from a delusion of grandeur. He couldn’t think of any way
for him to prevent people he hardly knew from killing
themselves.

He really didn’t want to think about any of
that. The only thing he wanted to think about was Elise. Thinking
about her made him happy. Crippled by his other thoughts, he found
himself especially grateful for Elise. If it were not for the hope
of seeing her again, the hope of possibly being involved with her,
he didn’t think he could deal with all the other stuff. Or,
possibly, she was the final piece to this puzzle. Maybe all he had
to do was spit this mental bile at her and she would be able to put
it in its proper receptacle.

He didn’t see how that was possible but he
felt, in order to deny that possibility completely, was to deny the
fact there was some connection between him and her and the
suicides. But that associated her with all the bad stuff and he
wanted to keep her clean. He wanted to keep her out of the cesspool
of his mind. He wanted her to be somehow separate from the death
and depression.

 


 


It told me I would be dead in two years. It
was Mom, telling me she knew I was going to die.

Turning off the lights in Bookhaven, those
words surged into Connor’s head, sending a chill down his
spine.

Nonsense, he thought, locking the
door and heading across the eerily empty parking lot of the strip
mall to his car.

Sliding into the seat, he turned the key
and, as always, was greatly relieved and slightly surprised the car
actually started. He turned the radio to an NPR station and tried
not to think about what his brain was telling him. It was trying to
seduce him. Just like it had seduced him when he found out Alison
was fucking one of her coworkers and it was time for him to move
out.

Different circumstances but the process was
the same.

His mind had seduced him then, taken him in
and nearly killed him, just like it was trying to do now. Then, his
mind had told him it was all his fault. It had forced him to replay
every argument, every fight he and Alison had ever had, and most of
the time it had tricked him into believing she was right. His mind
was what had kept him from being a normal person, from rising above
the concept of right and wrong to see that the world was really
just so many shades of gray. How could he find someone else to love
him? How could he rise out of self-despair when he was such a
loathsome person? Surely, he was responsible for the dissolution of
his family.

Somewhere in his period of self-hating, he
had become essentially a non-person. Perhaps it was his lack of
self that had kept him alive.

There were reasons all of this suicide stuff
bothered him, try as he might to convince himself otherwise.

During those bleak years, he had thought
about the act. He had thought about it because, ever since he was a
child, he had wanted perfection. And, given his smarts and his
health, there wasn’t any reason he shouldn’t have achieved it. A
perfect wife, a perfect job that gave him plenty of free time to
read and write, a perfect house with perfect children in perfectly
good health. Before meeting Alison, all of that could have been
his. It took him until recently to realize he would have had to
have a good deal of maturity to equip him with the foresight he
would have needed. His scenarios of perfection had blown up in his
face, triggering some dark room in the back of his psyche. A room
that was really more like prison, allowing only light that could
squeeze its way in between the impenetrable bars.

He had even, at one point, acquired the
means to do away with himself. A bottle of sleeping pills. He kept
them in the medicine cabinet. There were nights when he opened up
the mirrored door, yanking his own image out of sight, and stared
longingly at the amber bottle. Sometimes he went so far as to pull
the bottle out and jostle it in his hand as though it were a loaded
gun, little bullets clacking inside it.

“Why not?” was the question he asked
himself. He didn’t seem to take any pleasure from the world around
him. And, on the rare occasion he did wake up in a good mood, it
would be promptly squashed by a harsh day at work or a phone call
from Alison, there to remind him what a fuck-up he was.

So, if not for himself, then who did he live
for?

Steven.

It was Steven who had kept Connor alive. How
could he kill himself? How could he poison Steven with a life of
latent guilt? It wasn’t that Steven didn’t bring him joy—nothing
brought him joy at that point in his life.

And then there were the people at
work . . . He couldn’t just leave them like that. He
did too much. He was there all the time. The place would shrivel up
and die without him. So, if it meant staying alive to make other
people’s lives easier then that was the way it would have to be. If
it were up to him, he would have greedily swallowed the pills and
waited to see what the big mystery was.

Driving along the state route, the sun
already set, the air just warm enough to have the window cracked,
he knew all that stuff wasn’t necessarily true, anyway. There had
never really been a time when he didn’t take a small amount of
pleasure from the world around him. There was just a time when the
bad things far outweighed the good things and his brain had wanted
to kill him. He had still woken up in the morning, glad to be
alive. He had still found a certain pitying amusement at the
absurdity of the human race. Each week, he had found himself eager
to see Steven’s somber little face and smell his kid smell as he
tucked him in bed at night, after a bath and before a story. And
there was always the hope a perfect woman would come along and lay
the final balm on the burns of his past.

Closing in on Gethsemane, he realized his
priorities had not changed much. He had grown comfortable with the
quiet humor that came from being locked inside himself, staring out
at everyone else.

Still, there was something that unnerved
him. He had not been this scared and unsure of anything in so many
years. This time, he found he was more afraid for Steven than he
was for himself, but he couldn’t come up with a justifiable reason
for his fears . . . Other than the suicides and the
thought they might find Steven one day soon.

But he couldn’t stalk the boy. He couldn’t
take away the simple pleasures Steven got out of life just because
he was paranoid. He supposed it was normal for a parent to be
paranoid and cursed himself for not being more active with Steven
before Alison’s death. Maybe if he had been more of a parent then
he wouldn’t find it so crippling now. The only thing to do, he
guessed, was to act like an alcoholic and take it one day at a
time.

He pulled into Green Heights, his eyes drawn
to the water tower, looming over the closely packed ranch houses.
The tower reminded him of something but he didn’t have any idea
what it was.

Something flashed across the street in front
of him and he slammed on the brakes.

He jumped out of the car, thinking maybe he
had hit someone’s dog or something. He hadn’t felt an impact but
when he was distracted like he had been, he didn’t notice anything
happening around him.

He looked under the car.

Nothing there.

Something brushed his shoulder and he caught
a quick movement off to his right. For a second he thought it was a
person but there wasn’t anyone there.

A ghost, he thought. Then:
Craziness.

It was Mom, telling me she knew I was going
to die.

Again, he saw a movement, farther in front
of him. Nothing more than a shape, really. He wasn’t even sure it
was there. But it could be there. It could be
something. He took off running after it. Drawing no closer, still
not sure what it was, he continued to give chase, wondering if his
body just kept running as some sick and desperate desire for
exercise.

Was it a coincidence he ended up at the
water tower?

Halting, out of breath and sweaty, he stared
up at its monolithic girth.

Was this exactly where he wanted to end
up?

Had his mind conjured up the image of
something to lead him here?

He didn’t see any figures. He didn’t see any
ghosts. He didn’t see any dead wandering into the tower to have a
secret cabalistic meeting.

But he didn’t like the feeling of being this
close to it. It made his head feel heavy and there was a strange
kind of nearly-electric buzzing coming from it.

Emotionless, it watched him, its red safety
signal at the top blinking like a lazy but persistent cyclopean
eye.

Well, he thought, I don’t see any
of the dead. I’m going to go home now. I don’t even know why I’m
here. Maybe I’m just losing my fucking mind.

He found his car exactly where and how he
had left it—the driver’s side door open, NPR blaring from the
speakers as though he wanted the whole world to know how dorky he
was. Covertly, making sure he hadn’t alarmed anyone in the
surrounding houses, he slid back behind the wheel, gently pulled
the door closed and continued home.

 



 


Thirteen

When Dreams Give Birth to the Night

 


In bed surrounded by the overbright room that
had assumed an almost human presence, greeted by the smells of rain
and dirt and blood, Steven couldn’t breathe. He pried his eyes
open, adjusting them to the intense illumination wreathing him,
trying to suck in breath through constricted windpipes.

Jesus, what is happening?

Jesus, what is happening? his brain
cried out, repeating over and over like a chant.

The sheets on the bed were wet with crimson.
He could feel the blood on his hands, his forearms.

He was not alone in the room.

And he couldn’t breathe.

Why the fuck fuck fuck couldn’t he
breathe? He inhaled, felt the air in his mouth, but it wasn’t
making it to his lungs.

Jesus, he was going to pass out if he
couldn’t get any air.

Still, the chant: Jesus, what is
happening? Jesus, what is happening?

And how many people were in the room,
anyway?

He recognized them. What he saw threatened
to send his blood racing but, like his lungs, it didn’t feel like
his blood was working either.

Over in the corner of the room, on the far
side of the door, Jeremy Liven, the dead boy, braced himself
against the wall. Elise was in front of him. At least he thought it
was Elise. All he could see was the back of her head, but he would
know that body, the color of her hair, anywhere. She was on her
knees, her hands around the dead boy’s hips. Steven recoiled when
he realized Elise was fellating the dead boy, blowing him right
here in his room. He wanted to scream but, if he couldn’t breathe
then how the fuck was he supposed to scream?

Jesus, what is happening?

The boy’s eyes were open wide, staring at
Steven as if rubbing it in, saying, “You wish you were me, don’t
you?”

Yes, he thought. Yes, I
do.

And the boy spoke out loud, “All you have to
do is die.”

Elise pulled her head away from his cock,
masturbating it with a small blue-veined hand. The boy’s penis
seemed way too large. There was a hole through the boy’s shirt,
dried black blood coagulated down the front. Elise, not turning her
head, continued to suck him and Steven, standing there and staring
at the dead boy, unable to breathe, found himself sickeningly
filled with a deep longing.

He moved toward Elise and the boy, wanting
to tap her on the shoulder and ask her what she thought she was
doing. His body didn’t want to move and he felt his consciousness
swim in front of him. He wondered how much longer he had. Elise
tore herself away from the boy’s crotch and looked at Steven,
continuing to stroke Jeremy. It wasn’t Elise at all. At least, he
didn’t think it was her. Her face was melted, looking like it was
made from wax and someone had held a flame to it. There were black
holes where her eyes and mouth used to be and that was it. Clumps
of the waxy skin hung from the boy’s penis. The Elisething’s hand
moved furiously and the boy ejaculated a gush of red-black blood
that stank of infection. The smell filled Steven’s nose and he felt
his gorge rise.

He turned around, toward another source of
commotion. The chant: Jesus, what is happening? came at him
in stereo. The other dead kids were lined up on the opposite side
of the room. They wore cheerleader sweaters with a water tower
emblem emblazoned on them and performed various high spirited
cheers but Steven couldn’t make sense of the liquid,
backward-sounding words. The chant, he realized, did not come from
them but from inside his head.

Gasping for breath, his eyesight swam in
front of him and he woke up, gulping in his darkened room, thankful
for the air filling his lungs.

He thought of a wives’ tale that said if you
died in your sleep then that meant you would never wake up. He
wondered if that was what he had felt in his dream. Was that death?
Was that what it felt like?

Whatever it was, it had shaken him.

He turned on the bedside light, eagerly
grabbing his notebook to see if he had scrawled anything. Any
more prophecies? He pushed a pitiful excuse for a laugh through
his lips.

If what he was doing was prophecy
then, tonight, it was especially sparse and cryptic.

He had scrawled: “undoing” in crazily canted
letters. Below there was a drop of something that looked like
blood. He dragged his thumb across it, smudging it, smearing it
over the milk-white paper.

So it was fresh, he thought.

He ran his finger against his nostrils,
thinking maybe he had a nosebleed. But there wasn’t any sign of
that. No fresh blood. No dark crust. He checked his pillow. No
blood there, either. He quickly inspected himself, looking for
fresh wounds and finding nothing.

As much as he wanted to stay and contemplate
his latest musings, he saw the time on the clock and knew he had to
get out of bed. It was nearly eight o’clock and he hoped his father
hadn’t come home yet. He wanted to be out of the house before then,
afraid his dad wouldn’t let him go. Not even bothering with a
jacket, he walked quickly through the darkened house and out into
the night.

 


 


He walked for over an hour before he found
Elise.

When he saw her, he said, “Cirrus.”

And she said, “Huh?”

“Cirrus,” he repeated, pointing up at the
sky.

“Oh, right,” she said. “The clouds are of
the cirrus variety. Aren’t you a little science guy?” she added
mockingly, reaching out and pinching a scruffy cheek.

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s this annoying habit
I’ve picked up lately.”

“Useless sharing of knowledge?”

“Yeah. Well, no . . . Just
always looking at the clouds. Noticing what type they are. It’s
like I keep waiting for them to do something.” He thought about
telling her about the Deathbreakers and why clear days now seemed
murderous, but held back. As much as he liked her, as much as he
wanted to fuck her, he didn’t know if he could bestow all of his
trust in her.

“So, I noticed you decided not to come to
school today.”

“Yeah. Did you go?”

“Had to. Parents would kill me if I wanted
to skip. Besides, if I wasn’t there, I wouldn’t have noticed your
absence.”

“Right. Makes sense,” he said. “So who was
it?”

“You haven’t heard?”

“No. There was a big story about it on the
national news but they didn’t give a name.”

“Mary Lovell.”

“Really?”

“Yup.”

“I never would have suspected her.”

“Me either. She probably had some deep dark
family secret.”

“Yeah. How did she do it?”

“Don’t know yet. From what I gathered, she
either hung herself, left a car running in a shut up garage, or
sacrificed herself in front of a cult leader by using a lighter and
a paperclip.”

“Sounds painful.”

“I’m sure we’ll know everything
tomorrow.”

“They used your term on the news, by the
way—‘The Suicide Virus.’”

“I’m not sure flattered is the appropriate
feeling in this case.”

“Probably not.”

There were a few seconds of uncomfortable
silence.

“So, we meet again,” she said.

“Quite an accident. Someone is probably
killing themselves right now.”

“I hope not. Just out for a walk?”

“I was taking a nap. I had a pretty
horrendous dream.”

“You were napping at like eight o’clock in
the evening?”

“Yeah, I pretty much nap every afternoon and
stay up all night.”

“I hardly sleep at all.”

“So I guess we have each other until dawn
again, huh?”

“I don’t really know if I’ll make it until
dawn. I’m kind of tired from last night.”

They walked as they spoke. Both of them
appeared to be world class walkers, meaning they could walk
continually and look like they knew where they were going or like
they had an idea of where they were going.

He found the whole experience to be pretty
weird. There were a lot of things he didn’t tell her, even though
he wanted to tell her everything. He didn’t want to push her away
and he wasn’t sure which would do that the quickest—remaining all
shut up or telling her everything, including the really fucked up
stuff. Deciding to strike a balance, he told her about his dream
but he left out the sex stuff, effectively leaving her out of the
dream, as well. He didn’t tell her about the notebook. He didn’t
tell her why his eyes continually scanned the clouds. He
didn’t tell her about Ken Blanchard or the water tower. He didn’t
tell her about his mom’s ghost.

Even though they seemed to be perfectly
happy around each other, the suicides dominated the main thread of
their conversation. Having friends, Elise was able to shed some
light on them. She knew what people were actually talking about. He
knew only what he could pick up in the hallways—when he actually
decided to go to school.

There were several theories about the
suicides, she told him, although none of them really made complete
sense. Some students believed a form of subliminal brainwashing was
being used. There was, of course, talk of a cult—the suicides had
been members of some kind of devil worshiping sex cult and this was
their punishment for divulging its secrets. It was never really
discussed how one punishes another by having said person kill
himself. Nor was it discussed how, if secrets were leaked, where or
who they were leaked to. Or maybe they were just told it was their
time to go and suicide was their way to get into heaven. Some felt
it was something in the water. Something that brought on a wild fit
of psychosis, causing certain people to break down. And, naturally,
there was talk of something supernatural. Some ancient evil Steven
thought sounded like every horror novel from the Eighties. God
knows he had seen plenty of those on his father’s bookshelves.

Being a fairly skeptical person, he
dismissed that idea. It just seemed too simple. The more he thought
about it, however, the more it seemed to complement what he had
been going through. Leave it to him to think the most outlandish
explanation also seemed the most plausible.

They held hands while they walked and he
almost told her about what his ghost mom had told him, about him
being dead within two years. But he didn’t. He held back. As much
as having her skin there in his hand made him want to spill
everything, there was some deeply reserved part of him very used to
keeping things locked up. Eventually, after midnight, they wound up
at the park, a couple hours after Connor had stared up at the water
tower.

They sat down on the dew-covered bench and
looked toward the tower.

“Are you afraid?” she asked him.

“Afraid? Of what?”

“Just afraid. Do you ever get scared?
Just . . . scared of things. Life.”

She leaned close to him on the bench and he
could smell the clean scent of her hair mingling with the freshness
of the night. He thought about what she had asked and took a deep
breath, not knowing what he would say. Not even really knowing how
he felt.

“Am I afraid?” He coughed. “I think I would
have to say yes and no. How’s that for ambiguity? Some days
I’m . . . terrified.”

“What are you terrified of?”

“Everything. Everything that moves.
Everything that can be thought. I wake up and wonder, ‘Is this how
it is?’ And when I think life is exactly the way it is, the only
logical answer I can think of is that it’s only going to get
worse.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I just muddle through my days,
waiting to go to sleep and, granted, things have become a little
more interesting, there’s still a part of me that knows my life is
not going to get any better. Soon I’ll be out of school and then
I’ll be expected to make it on my own and I don’t know if I can do
that. I don’t know if I’m equipped for the real world. And I just
imagine living every day feeling like that and it terrifies me.
What if something happens to my dad? He’s all I have left. What if
something happens to me? I’m all he has left. He’d be devastated.
I’m the only thing he’s ever had. And now I’ve met you and I
really like you but I wonder if you really like me and even if you
told me you did I would probably just think you were saying that to
make me feel better about myself or something.

“I know I’ve been through some tough stuff
the past couple of years and sometimes I think that’s maybe why I
feel the way I do . . . I just don’t know. I don’t
know if everybody feels this way or if it’s just me.”

He took a deep breath and put his arm around
her, pulling her closer into him, liking her heat. He took another
shaky breath and continued talking. “Take right now, for instance.
I should be happy. With as much as I’ve wanted to talk to
you since the first time I saw you, I should be ecstatic. And
still, there’s something inside of me. Some kind
of . . . looming despair or something. Maybe a bit
of impending doom. Like any happiness I have might just one day be
blown all to hell. All I want is a happy ending but, you know what?
There are no happy endings in hell. Then I think maybe how I feel
doesn’t have anything to do with what happens around me. And that
scares me too. What if it’s just chemicals and brain functions and
stuff that determine how we feel? Does that mean I could have
everything I ever wanted and still be completely miserable?

“And then there are days when I’m not afraid
of anything. There are days when I know whatever is going to happen
is going to happen and there isn’t a damn thing I can do to stop
it. And I know whatever happens, I can weather it, because I’ve
done it before. Some days, it’s like I want it to happen. I
sit on the couch and watch TV and think I want the world to end.
Some days I think that’s exactly what we need.

“But mainly, I just fear for the human race.
It’s like people just keep getting dumber and more insensitive and
I wonder what it’s going to take to make them open their eyes and
realize, in the end, we are all each other has. And, taken
individually, most of these people are probably beautiful but, as a
group, I think we’re a lost cause.”

He stopped, scanning his brain, probing to
see if he was fully vented. Pulling a cigarette out of his pocket,
he mumbled “Sorry” and lit it, expecting Elise to pull away and
wrinkle her nose. Instead, she said, “Well, you’re a regular
cheerfest.”

“Are you sorry you asked?”

“No. I feel like I know you better.”

No, he thought. You still don’t
really know me at all. Instead, he said, “Is that a good
thing?”

“To know you? It’s what I want.”

“What about you? Are you ever scared?”

“I’m not afraid of anything.”

“So how ’bout you go climb that water
tower?”

“Well, I’m afraid of heights.”

He laughed out a mouthful of smoke, tossing
the cigarette away, not really wanting it.

“I guess I’m afraid of just about everything
too,” she said.

“Well, we’ll make a good couple, won’t we?
We can get married, board ourselves up in the house and put the
telephone in the freezer.”

They sat on the bench for a long while after
that, not saying much of anything, practically dozing. He told her
what Drifter Ken had said about the water tower, since it was right
there in front of them. Elise responded with a “Hm.” Eventually, it
started to rain. Softly coming down, the rain contained an icy
chill.

“I think I better be getting home,” she
said.

“I’ll walk you.”

“You don’t have to. It’s raining.”

“It’ll just make it feel warmer when I get
back home.”

It took about twenty minutes to get back to
her house from the park. Neither one of them wore a watch or had a
cell phone so they had no idea what time it was. They stopped at
the end of the walk that led to her front door.

“I have something to keep you warm on your
way home,” Elise said, pulling Steven toward her by his soaked
shirt.

She pressed her full pink lips against his
and he automatically felt himself harden, his hands going from his
pockets to her back, pulling her greedily against him. He had never
really kissed a girl before and didn’t have any idea how it worked.
Pressing his tongue into her mouth, she responded and he didn’t
know how sex could be any better than this. He was so aware of
her—breasts pressed against his lower chest, her hands playing with
the back of his hair, his hands sliding down to her ass and pulling
her middle against him. They stood that way, tongues and lips
working together, for quite some time. When the kiss finally broke,
they looked at each other differently. The look had gone from
appreciation to hunger, maybe even longing.

“And now I have to say good night,” she
said.

“That was nice.”

“Yes it was.” Then she pecked him on the
cheek and that meant as much to him as the previous marathon.

“Good night,” he said.

“Good night.”

Standing in the rain, he watched her walk up
to her house.

 


 


Connor sat in his chair, reading a book but
unable to concentrate on it. He was trying to wait up for Steven
and whenever he thought he was getting tired and would have to go
to bed, a new weal of anger woke him up.

 


 


Elise was right. The kiss really warmed him.
He kept replaying it in his head, still not fully believing it. His
body shook and he wasn’t sure if it was from cold or from
exhilaration. Reaching the door to his house, the only thing he
really thought about was getting into bed and relieving himself of
what throbbed against his thigh.

He opened the door and jumped as Connor
whipped his gaze toward him.

“Jesus,” Steven said. “You scared the hell
out of me.”

“What do you think you’re doing to
me?”

“Okay. Look, I’m sorry.” Part of Steven
still wanted to punish his father but he was afraid if he didn’t
tell the truth his father wouldn’t let him leave the house. While
the truth would come out eventually, he didn’t see the harm in
having a bit of fun with the man. He was, after all, floating.

Steven looked down at the floor, using his
serious tone. “Look,” he began. “I think it’s time I come clean. I
haven’t just been going for walks. I’ve been attending
meetings . . . Secret meetings. Jesus, I
don’t know what they’re going to do to me if they knew I told you
about this but I can tell you’re really at your wit’s end. I’m
pretty sure that, because of my indiscretions, I’ll be the next
suicide.”

“You’re sick,” Connor said and Steven didn’t
really know or care if he was joking.

“Okay, I was kidding. I really don’t mean to
worry you, Dad, but . . . Well, there’s this
girl.”

Connor nearly guffawed. “I think the suicide
coven story was more believable.”

“Whatever . . . There’s no
reason to be jealous just because I’m more of a man than you
are.”

“Now, I don’t think either one of us are
really men. If there is a girl, I have only this to say—use
protection. And if you are just going on walks around the
neighborhood then be careful of whose windows you’re peeping into
and please please please let me know you are leaving and please
please please give me a rough approximation of your return so I do
not have to wait up for you or at least so I know how long I have
to wait up because I do so worry and please please please make that
time something earlier than . . .” Connor checked
his watch. “Four-twenty in the A.M. ’Kay?”

“I’ll try. Good night, old man. By the way,
I’m pretty much blowing off school the rest of the week.”

“You should go.”

“There are like two weeks left. I could get
zeros on everything and still end up with Bs.”

“But grades are important.”

“Not for community college and, besides,
it’s too late for this. Good night, again.”

“Good night.”

He went into his room and turned on some
music to fall asleep to.

 



 


Fourteen

The Evolution of Teen Romance

 


For Steven, things seemed to get pushed aside
over the following weeks. He felt like he was crawling around in
someone else’s skin and that was a feeling he welcomed
entirely.

At school, he did not really speak to Elise
other than an occasional “Hi” or nod of the head. Sometimes, if
both of them knew no one was paying attention to them, they would
briefly reach out and grab each other’s hand. Just the slightest
friction of skin on skin was enough to send shivers through his
body and help him happily through the rest of the school day.

The atmosphere at school had changed. It was
something like morose hesitation. The school had become a place of
research. The principal had invited no fewer than three
psychiatrists in to question and council the students. In the week
following Mary’s death, there were a few camera crews set up
outside the school, hoping to catch a student on his way to or from
the building so they could get a few words from this potential
suicide. Students who had been friends of the deceased were more on
edge than usual, knowing they could be called away at any time to
be interviewed by one of the psychiatrists. There was very much the
feeling the students were fish in an aquarium and Steven was unsure
of the truth in the image they presented to the outside world. Even
if it hadn’t been for Elise, he would have done his best to look a
little less depressed, not wanting to be dragged away by one of
those beard-wearing sharp-eyed doctors.

Given the time of year, it was an
interesting and contradictory air. Just weeks away from graduation
and summer break, the halls were usually more ebullient. Now a
weariness painted the fluorescent hallways. Kids wanting to survive
the year and each of them wondering how many would meet back here
next year.

Steven missed as many days as possible,
placing much more importance on what happened after school.

He came home from school and napped. When he
woke up, he ate dinner with his father. Then, after dark, he went
in search of Elise. He usually started out for her house but he
always met her before reaching it. And each time he saw her, coming
down the sidewalk, his skin prickled with ecstasy. He was still not
used to getting things he wanted and he held her hand, maybe just a
little too tightly, afraid she would disintegrate in front of his
eyes.

And from that point, they established their
own routine of lazy walking and conversation. They both enjoyed
reading and watching movies. He brought her books he told her she
had to read. She usually finished them in about a day and he
wondered if she actually read them or just said she did to please
him. But he knew the answer to that. If she didn’t like something,
she told him.

Being around Elise sent his hormones into a
rage. She had set her boundaries fairly early. After the first
kiss, they had concluded each night the same way, the kisses
becoming a little longer, a little wetter, a little more. He
wondered why they always had to wait until they were saying goodbye
in order to kiss. One night, while they were on the bench in the
park, he began kissing her and she had responded at first. Wanting
to take it just a little further, he slid his hand under her shirt,
momentarily feeling her skin against his palm before placing it on
the thin fabric of her bra. She had broken the kiss and scooted
away from him.

“When I want to give myself to you, I’ll
give all of myself. Okay?”

He wasn’t exactly sure what that meant so he
mumbled a weak apology and realized her staving him off only
intensified his desire.

So they kissed each night and he put all his
passions into that kiss. It was painful when they broke apart.
Consequently, he had turned into a chronic masturbator, going home
and spilling his desire over his hand each night. He didn’t really
know why neither of them had gone back to each other’s houses. They
seemed more content to aimlessly wander the night. Elise said it
was because her parents wouldn’t let any boys in the house,
especially not so late. Steven knew Connor wouldn’t mind, but if he
took Elise home then they would probably exclude his father from
conversations and Steven thought that might make him feel even
lonelier and he didn’t want to do that.

They made the outdoors their home and
neither one of them seemed to mind. But, eventually, they grew
tired of the sleepy neighborhood. Mainly because it was just
that—sleepy, asleep. Nearly everyone had turned in by the time they
went about their walks. The emptiness was remarkable. They could go
an entire night without seeing so much as a car drive past.
Occasionally, they would make up stories about the people living in
the houses, even though neither one of them knew the occupants.
Most of the stories were things that belonged more to soap opera
than reality but they made him appreciate the cool clicking of
Elise’s brain.

Stories could only carry them so far,
however. Somewhere along the line, one of them came up with the
idea they could take Steven’s truck and go wherever they
pleased.

They usually ended up driving around,
talking and listening to the college radio station.

One night just a few days before graduation,
while driving through the woods on the outskirts of Gethsemane,
they came upon a vast field. It looked pristine in the moonlight,
just the faintest hint of ground fog hugging its surface, a large
barn on a hill at the far end. An empty field full of soft grass
was a rare sight in Gethsemane. Theirs was a farming community and
more often than not, these perfect flat spaces were turned into
soybean or corn fields.

“Do you think it belongs to anyone?” Elise
said.

“I’m sure it belongs to someone.
Everything belongs to somebody these days.”

He had stopped the truck on the side of the
road. He watched Elise as she looked out over the field and thought
he recognized a little of what he saw in her eyes. It was
enchantment. He didn’t know what the chemistry of enchantment was,
but he thought he experienced it, right there in the car. Perhaps
it had something to do with seeing the field for the first time. Or
maybe it was just seeing it for the first time in exactly
this way—under the moonlight, at this time of night, with Elise in
the truck beside him, seeing his thoughts expressed in her
face.

“Do you think it’s okay to go out in it?”
She spoke of it as though it were an ocean.

“I don’t see anyone to stop us. If we hear
gunshots, we can just run back to the truck.” But he knew there
wouldn’t be any gunshots to sully this perfect geography. “In
fact,” he said, opening the door, “I bet you can’t catch me.”

On saying that, he slung himself out of the
car and charged toward the field in the still chilly night air.
Running through the damp ankle-deep grass, he felt drunk—drunk on
the night, drunk on this place, drunk on Elise. And she ran behind
him and he knew she felt things exactly as he felt them, the air
rushing against him stiffening his nipples and stealing his breath.
At that moment, for what amounted to only a few seconds, he felt
completely alive and hopeful and he didn’t think about anything
else. He ran until he nearly reached the barn. Briefly, he thought
about running into its darkness but decided that was too great a
risk. That was too much like trespassing. Instead, he slowed his
pace somewhat, letting her nearly catch up with him. Once he heard
her on his heels, he turned and grabbed her around the waist,
dragging her into the dewy grass with him. They were both laughing
as they lay there, side by side in the grass.



“What are we doing?” Elise said.

“Feeling good.” A smile plastered his face.
He wanted to get rid of the damned thing. He didn’t think it suited
him at all, but he couldn’t.

“You’re very cute when you smile,” she said
into his ear.

“I’m not smiling.”

“Oh, okay, well, you’re very cute when your
facial muscles do that.”

“You’re cute all the time.”

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you, too,” he replied without
hesitation. “Right now, I think I love just about everything.” Then
he leaned his head over and kissed her. They kissed for a very long
time, but it didn’t go any further than that. He respected her
boundaries and wished he didn’t. The kiss was nice. The kiss was
great. But he wanted more.

This time, he was the one to break the kiss.
Slightly bewildered, she looked at him.

“I think I have to stop.”

“Okay,” she said.

“I mean, just for right now.” He paused,
looking out into the blue-purplish night. “You just don’t know how
badly I want you right now.”

She nodded her head, looking almost
guilty.

“You know,” she said. “You have me. In our
own way. We don’t have to do that for you to have me.”

He almost wanted to explain the urge to her
but he didn’t know if she would understand. Maybe she had the same
urges he did. He was slightly confused because he didn’t understand
how she could not want something he wanted so badly.

They were silent for a while, the dew
seeping in through their clothes and chilling them.

“This is why I don’t have boyfriends.”

“Being pressured to have sex?”

“A little. That’s all my friends talk about
is what their boyfriends have tried to do to them on their big
Friday night date.”

“But I don’t think it would be all we
do.”

“If we have sex because you want to,
then how many other things will we start doing just because you
want to?”

“I’m not really the controlling type.”

“I know.”

“I understand . . . I’m sure
it’s like an invasion or something to you.”

“Maybe a little. It just scares me. I mean,
Jesus, I’ve never even seen a penis before.”

“I have one of those.”

“Then take off your pants.”

All this talk of sex had kept him hard.
Mostly a modest person, his hormones rumbled inside and he didn’t
see any harm in doing what she asked even if she might only have
been joking. He unbuttoned his jeans, unzipped them, and pulled
them down along with his underwear so his penis jutted out at a
right angle from his lower stomach. He watched Elise as she stared
at his sex. She reached out her hand and closed it around his
penis. He felt a hot shiver explode through his groin. He didn’t
realize how it could feel so different being touched by someone
else. Slowly, delicately, without saying anything, she moved her
hand over him, squeezing, then touching with the fingertips. She
found a sensitive place on the underside and he moaned. She
continued to massage this area. The orgasm was sudden and there
wasn’t any stopping it. At the first flood of semen, she jerked her
hand away.

He quickly pulled up his pants and covered
his eyes. “Jesus, I’m sorry.”

“No, I guess it was my fault.”

“I should probably take you home now.”

“Are you embarrassed?”

“Embarrassed? Not really. A little messy
maybe.”

“I guess you liked that?”

“That’s putting it mildly.”

They walked back to the car without saying
anything. He drove Elise to her house. They kissed briefly while in
the car but the gulf between them was palpable.

“That’s further than I wanted it to go,” she
said.

“I know.”

“I just need to get used to this.”

“I know. Me too.”

“Are you still happy?”

“Just as happy as I was before.”

He could tell by the way she sat there,
looking suddenly sad, not getting out of the car, that something
was wrong. Maybe this gulf was more than just a misunderstanding,
more than just different agendas.

“I think . . .” she
began.

He waited for a few seconds, really dreading
the fact that she looked on the brink of tears.

“What?” he asked softly.

“I think maybe we should stop for a
while.”

And then she began crying in earnest. A
million things flooded though his head. A million reasons why they
should not stop. Why they couldn’t stop even if they
wanted to. But he knew she wasn’t looking for an argument. She was
only looking for . . . a way out. Once he finally
realized this, he was inexplicably mad at her. But he didn’t want
to argue. Didn’t want to try and make her feel any worse.

“I don’t know what to say,” he said.

“I’m going to go in now. Don’t hate
me . . . okay?”

“I could never hate you. If you change your
mind, you know where to find me.” And, just like that, he had shut
himself off.

She nodded her head. Her eyes looked dark
and her face looked too pale. He wanted to say he loved her before
looking away but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He stared at
the steering wheel until he heard her door click shut.

And in those few minutes after the last
exchange, every bad feeling he had ever had came washing over him.
Coming so soon after tasting paradise, the sensation was twice as
crippling. This was what he felt the first time he had stared up at
the water tower. This was the feeling that had resonated until he
met Elise. And now she was the cause of this feeling that made him
so close to spiraling out of control.

Why do the kids in Gethsemane kill
themselves? the headlines asked.

And Steven knew. He wanted to scream the
answer back at them. Because the world was shit and people were
shit and your mind was only there to play tricks on you.

That was why kids, hell,
anyone killed themselves.

Because when you turn over the rock of
happiness we have covered ourselves with you realize there is
nothing beneath it. Only despair and sorrow and death. And what was
a little death in a world so harsh and meaningless?

Might as well add his body to the pile
already created by God’s genocide.

 



 


Fifteen

Doombuzz

 


In the weeks before Steven’s graduation,
Connor floated. He didn’t know why. For once, he felt like maybe he
shouldn’t try and analyze why he was in such a good mood. Perhaps
it was the weather. The tumultuous spring was passing, bringing in
a pleasant precursor to summer. Or maybe it was because he knew
Steven was happy. He hadn’t met his girlfriend. He knew Steven
probably wouldn’t even call her a girlfriend but he could see the
happiness on the boy’s face when he went out for his night walks,
not admitting he was going to see the girl. But Connor knew. And
there he went again . . . analyzing.

He left work early whenever he could,
skipping days here and there. He took walks around the neighborhood
throughout the day. He went to a garden center and purchased some
flowers for the garden. He mowed the grass and read, thinking maybe
life wasn’t so bad. He tried not to think about anything bad. That
one night, chasing some ghost that was most assuredly just the
figment of his imagination around the neighborhood like a crazy
person . . . and then going into the house only to
have an argument with Steven. It all left him feeling like he was
on some kind of brink. Amazingly, the next morning, he woke up
feeling curiously alive and liking the feeling.

Sure, he wasn’t entirely comfortable. Part
of him believed it was some kind of cosmic setup, like a
comfortable carpet was being woven beneath his feet so it could be
yanked out sometime in the near future.

But that was badness and he didn’t want to
think about any of the badness.

Even when Steven came home looking as sad as
he had when his mother died, he remained strangely upbeat.

It was around three in the morning. He had
given up waiting for Steven ever since finding out he was out with
a girl rather than brooding or contemplating suicide. The only
reason he was still up was that he had been sleeping in and had,
earlier in the afternoon, became highly involved in a book.

“What’s up?” he said to Steven when he
opened the door.

Steven didn’t say anything. He just looked
at him and then went into his room. Connor went to sleep shortly
thereafter, full of suspicions but not allowing himself to analyze.
The next day, when Steven didn’t go out for his evening walk, he
knew what had happened.

Steven came out to turn on the TV and sit on
the couch.

“You know,” Connor said. “There’ll be other
girls.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay. Then we’ll talk about something
else.”

“I don’t want to talk at all.”

“Come on, talking will do you some good. You
haven’t gone to school. You can’t just . . . not
talk.”

“Sorry. I’m not feeling too chatty.”

“Fine.”

“Why are you in such a good mood,
anyway?”

“I don’t know. Well, I think I do know.”

“Could you enlighten me?”

“Okay. Are you ready for this?”

“I’m ready for anything.”

“Life isn’t that bad.”

“Oh, that’s deep.”

“I didn’t say it was deep. But think about
it. It could be a lot worse. You feel better now than when your mom
died, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah, I guess. I’m glad it’s
over.”

“And if you were given the chance to go back
during that period of mourning, you wouldn’t go, would you?”

“Not for anything.”

“Then you have to tell yourself life is
better. It gets a little better each day.”

“But that doesn’t make it ‘Not that bad.’
It’s still bad.”

“What’s bad about it?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about
it.”

Connor bent the page down in his book and
sat it on the coffee table. “You’re about ready to graduate high
school. You’re about ready to become an adult. Free. You should
feel so free right now.”

“Funny. I don’t really.”

“Why not?”

“Because, it just doesn’t matter. Adulthood
isn’t freedom. It’s just another trap. I won’t have to go to school
or anything but I’m going to have to start doing a whole lot of
other things I don’t want to do.”

“Like what?”

“Like work.”

“But everybody has to work. Come on, I’ll
get you a job at the bookstore.”

“Yeah, working with my dad, that’ll be
cool.”

“I’ll schedule us on completely opposite
shifts. Maybe then it won’t feel like you’re working with your
dad.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what I
want.”

“And you might not know what you want for a
very long time.”

“I thought I knew what I wanted.”

“Ah, yes, you wanted the girl. Well, let me
tell you something . . . and I mean no disrespect
for your mother but we met in high school and things were never
pretty. You know that. But I really thought she was the one. And
there is a part of me that has always regretted being that blind.
I’m not saying she was a horrible person or anything. She just
wasn’t right for me. And I knew that. Deep down I knew that. And,
in a way, I feel guilty because that kept us from both being happy.
If I had just told her early on, if I had not tried to fool myself,
then we could have both moved on much earlier. But it took a little
maturity to realize we were all wrong together. Of course, if we
had went our separate ways earlier, then we wouldn’t have had you.
That’s the silver lining. That’s the fate part of it. That we were
not brought together out of true love. We were brought together to
bring you into the world.”

“Gee, thanks.” Steven turned his head around
and looked at Connor. “Are you high or something?”

“Of course not.”

“Drunk?”

“Well, maybe a little this afternoon but
that’s worn off now.”

“Nauseating. That’s what you are.”

“You’re drowning me with negative
energy.”

“You’re killing my doombuzz.”

“Doombuzz?”

“Yeah.”

“There’s no such thing.”

“Yes there is . . . And
you’re killing it.”

“So, are you going to your graduation?”

“No. Definitely not.”

“Why not?”

“Why bother? It’s just a stupid ceremony. I
get to wear a cheap rented gown and walk down an aisle and stand
there while lots of boring things happen. Oh, and if I’m lucky,
I’ll get to go out into the parking lot and throw my hat up in the
air. Mmmm, now that’s what I call excitement.”

“I don’t suppose you would go just for me,
would you? Chances are, you’re going to be the only child I get to
see at graduation.”

“As much as I would like to do it for you, I
just don’t think I can. You don’t really care anyway, do you?”

“Maybe I’m getting sentimental in my old
age.”

“Or senile.”

“It’s a proud moment. It’s an
accomplishment.”

“Yes, indeed. Graduating from a public
school with average grades so I can take my diploma and get into a
community college if I want to.”

“Why do you make everything sound so
negative?”

“The doombuzz, man.” Connor wasn’t sure, but
he thought he could see Steven smirking on the couch. That was
probably as close as he would get to a laugh.

“Just try not to be so sad, okay?”

“No. What are you reading? I bet it has
trolls in it.”

“And a wizard.”

“Of course. Always the wizard. Why do you
read that garbage?”

“It makes me happy.”

“Again with that word.”

“Jeez, you’re bringin me down.”

“Straight to hell, old man.”

“I’m done with you.” Connor picked up his
book.

Only, he wasn’t really done with him. They
stayed in the living room together for the next few hours, Steven
channel surfing while Connor read his book. Even though they didn’t
really talk, he liked the time. It was a different kind of
closeness and he was just happy he could be there for Steven to
talk to if he wanted.

The days leading up to graduation were
similar to that one. Connor and Steven staying close together, both
of them relishing the closeness but not really saying anything
about it. In a way, he was disappointed that Steven had apparently
broken up with the girl but, in another way, it felt like he had
one of his friends back. He hadn’t realized how used to Steven
being in the house he had grown. Even if he was in his room
listening to music, it was comforting to know he was there.

Occasionally, he would ask Steven about
graduation. Steven accused him of “wheedling” and essentially
brushed off his comments and suggestions. Connor proposed they do
something else for graduation like go to a movie or something.
Steven told him he would rather stay in his room and brood. Connor
informed him, even though he was nearly graduated, he was not yet
eighteen and told him he could legally make him do just about
anything he wanted. So Steven agreed to go to dinner and a movie
with his dad in lieu of the graduation ceremony. He asked him if he
would wear the robe when he went out and Steven said only if he
didn’t have to wear anything under it.

On the morning of the graduation, Connor
woke up and went to work. It was a sunny, crisp, beautiful morning.
He would come home from work early and take Steven out.

 



 


Sixteen

Graduation Night Part One

 


Connor drove Steven to a restaurant in Alton.
There they ate an abundance of Italian food and drank a bottle of
wine. No one bothered asking for Steven’s ID, a precursor to this
glorious realm of adulthood he was about to enter. Well, he
thought, if all else fails, at least I can become an
alcoholic. After dinner, they went to see a movie at the only
thing resembling an art theater Alton had. It was a small,
two-screen theater called the Abode. On one screen, they played all
the big Hollywood movies most people paid to see. On the other
screen, they ran smaller movies: foreign films, old horror movies,
cult classics, low budget independent things. They watched a fairly
unremarkable film with what Steven thought was at least a humorous
premise: a priest and a pedophile hijack a van and take a
cross-country trek to Disneyland. There were a few entertaining
scenes but it came off more as a bad John Waters attempt than
anything incredibly original. They were two of only five people in
the theater.

After the movie, on their way to the parking
garage, Connor playfully punched Steven on the arm and said, “I’ve
had a pretty good time.”

“Yeah, me too,” Steven said, more to placate
his dad than anything. Truthfully, he had not enjoyed a single
moment since Elise had dumped him. At least, he was pretty sure
that was what she did. He didn’t really know. He hadn’t gone to
school since that night and he wasn’t really sure she even had his
phone number but he figured she knew where he lived and if she
really wanted to see him then she could stop by his house. The
whole situation made him feel strange. He was the older one in the
relationship but didn’t think that entitled him to immediately know
more about relationships. That was the first thing he had even
remotely resembling a relationship. Elise had at least admitted to
having boyfriends before.

If all else failed, he thought he could
maybe go back to stalking her. But he knew he wouldn’t do that.
Maybe it wasn’t even truly over. Maybe they just needed some time
apart. Maybe Elise had pushed him away so his throbbing libido
would have some time to cool. If so, that probably wasn’t a bad
idea.

Steven and Connor got into his dad’s rickety
car and began the drive home.

“We should make this a weekly kind of thing
or something,” Connor said.

“Yeah, sure, that’d be good.”

The rest of the drive was very similar to
this, Connor trying to start some thread of conversation and Steven
dampening it with short, soulless answers. It was a dark, clear
night. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Not a Deathbreaker up
there. A waning moon hung overhead. The stars seemed vengeful. He
guessed graduation was over by now.

“So are you still glad you didn’t go to
graduation?” Connor asked, as though reading his mind.

“Yeah, I never even really thought about
it.”

“I think this was a good alternative.
Probably more fun for me too. If I recall, graduations are not
usually that entertaining.”

“See, I knew you didn’t really want to
go.”

“Oh, but I did want to go. You have to
promise me you’ll go to your college graduation. That is something
I have never had the pleasure of attending.”

“Why didn’t you ever go to college?”

“I went, once or twice. I just couldn’t get
into it. Married too young and then we had you and then it was more
important to work and make money. Besides, I’ve always thought
working in a bookstore probably gave me a better literature
education than any university. You get to read a
lot . . . plus, you get to see what people are
actually buying. Trust me, after working in a bookstore, you stop
thinking James Joyce is the all-important writer.”

“I guess you think Stephen King is more
important, huh?”

“No, not more important. You just have to
wonder how much of an impact a writer can have if no one reads
him.”

“That’s true. I always knew you were a
populist at heart.”

“Give the people what they want.”

Steven chuckled, thinking his father was
probably telling him the exact opposite of what he actually felt.
About halfway home, Connor stopped at a red light and the car
shimmied violently.

“When are you going to give this thing up
and buy a real car?”

“You mean a new car?”

“No, just something that runs. If this car
were a horse it would have been shot a long time ago.”

“No, it’s Old Reliable.”

“What, you can rely on it to break down
every month?”

“At least it’s expected. I hate to be taken
unawares.”

“It scares me just to ride in it.”

“Try driving it sometime.”

They cruised along the state route, ready to
make a right hand turn onto Gethsemane Pike. Connor took the turn
and sped the car up to well over sixty. Once off the state route,
the roads were relatively unpopulated and unpoliced. The car shook
brutally around sixty but smoothed out after Connor added a few
more miles per hour. As they entered the outskirts of Gethsemane,
he had to nearly slam on his brakes. There was a wall of fog
beginning right before they reached Green Heights. Out in the
fields.

“Shit,” Connor muttered.

“Foggy,” Steven said, thinking about that
night at the water tower.

“To say the least. It’s like driving through
a fucking cloud.”

Connor grew a bit more comfortable with the
fog and put on a little more gas. Then the car hit something and he
slammed on the brakes.

Steven’s heart leapt up into the back of his
throat.

“Are you okay?” Connor asked.

“Yeah. I’m fine. What the hell was
that?”

“Probably just a deer.”

Connor pulled the car over onto the side of
the road and they got out. He looked the car over while Steven
wandered back to see if he could find out what it was they had hit.
The fog was so thick he could only see a few feet in front of
him.

“Any damage?” he called to Connor.

“I don’t see any.”

“I was kind of being sarcastic.”

“Oh.”

“Oh God,” Steven muttered as he saw what
they had hit.

A large deer lay on the side of the road. It
was on its right side, its head thrown back. A large hunk of hide
was torn from its left side, exposing its guts. Its legs were drawn
up toward the body. It was large and Steven was kind of surprised
it hadn’t done more damage to the car. He figured they were
probably pretty lucky. They could have been seriously injured if
that thing had come through the windshield.

“What is it?” Connor asked.

“A huge deer.”

“Awww. You mean I hit Bambi?”

“You trounced him.” Or her, he thought. He
really didn’t remember if Bambi was a boy or a girl and was about
ready to ask his dad when the deer began twitching. “Jesus, I think
it’s still alive.”

Connor started toward him. “I should
probably call the police or something when we get home so they can
come out and put it out of its misery.”

Steven felt sorry for the deer. He knew
there wasn’t anything he could do to make it better but it felt
wrong to leave it lying there. He thought he should tell it he was
sorry or something, even though he knew it wouldn’t do any good.
Taking a few steps toward the twitching deer, he jumped back when
it stood up. And it didn’t just stand up on its four legs. It stood
up on its two hind legs, reminding Steven of a bear, ready to
attack. The deer walked over to him, swatting its hooved forelegs
in the air, coming at Steven.

And it was hissing.

Or seemed like it was. It was an absurd
vision, this deer coming toward him on its hind legs, its guts
tumbling from its torn side, and hissing all the while. It was this
absurdity that kept him frozen there, not quite sure of what he was
seeing. But there was something horrific about it also. The fact
that this deer could probably do serious damage to him if it
actually caught him with its malevolent hooves.

“Steven, get in the car.” Connor grabbed him
by the arm and led him quickly back to the car.

They jogged the short distance, getting into
the car and shutting the doors behind them. Steven felt silly,
running from a deer. Once the doors were shut, Connor took the car
out of park and they felt the deer ram the back of the car. Connor
didn’t want to back up over it but he didn’t want to end up in the
ditch either. Steven stayed turned around in his seat, staring out
the back window at the deer. It launched itself up onto the trunk
and began beating its hooves against the rear windshield, trying to
break out the glass.

“Get out of here, Dad!” Steven said, now
terrified of the deer. This was the closest thing he had had to a
physical confrontation since Georgie Bender on the playground in
fourth grade.

“Well, I don’t want to hit it,” Connor said.
The car was at an odd angle. He couldn’t just gun it forward.

“Who the fuck cares!”

Connor threw the car in reverse, pitching
the deer forward. Steven saw its head smack against the rear window
and got a very clear view of one eye, wide-open and crazed. Saliva
was slimed all over the glass. Then Connor gunned the car forward
and the deer slid off.

“Jesus, what the hell was that?” Steven
asked.

“That was Bambi gone wrong,” Connor said,
clearly not as shaken by this as Connor was.

“That was zombie Bambi.”

Steven wanted the ride to end there. Part of
him said that was enough adventure for the night and it had to end
there. But that part was wrong. The deer was really just the
beginning.

Going farther into Gethsemane was going
farther into the fog. Steven hadn’t thought it could get any
thicker but, driving through the quiet streets of their suburb, he
found he was wrong. It became a thick white blanket and Connor
mentioned something about how it would probably be safer to get out
of the car and walk. The entire time, Steven kept imagining all
that fog to be swirling around the water tower or moving toward the
water tower. And maybe he was hallucinating all of it but he
thought he saw odd, almost human shapes in the fog. Ghosts? His
already spooked mind was probably just playing tricks on him. He
wondered if his dad saw them too but didn’t want to bring it up.
There was something about the subject of ghosts and deaths Steven
just knew would take him back to the conversation and then he would
have to start thinking about his own mortality again and he didn’t
want to do that. Not on this night. This night that had been so
pleasant otherwise.

Besides, maybe his mind wasn’t just playing
tricks on him. Maybe he was the only one who could see the shapes.
Maybe they were there only for him. He was the one who had written
the names in the notebook. The destroyed? He was the one who
had written about the water tower and something called Obscura. He
was the one who had written the story. And maybe he was the one who
was coming undone.

Although that was another reason to mention
it to his dad, he still couldn’t bring himself to do it. It would
either serve to verify his sanity or his insanity, all depending on
what his father saw. But he felt almost certain his dad would have
said something if he saw anything unusual.

Connor didn’t say anything until they pulled
up into the driveway and got out of the car.

“That is some creepy fog,” he said.

“You saw them too?”

“Like weird human things?”

“Yeah.”

“I just thought I was imagining them.”

“Me too.”

“But I wasn’t.”

“Me either.”

“What do you think that means?”

Steven shrugged his shoulders, coming up
behind his father as they walked up the path leading to the front
door. “I guess it doesn’t really have to mean anything.”

Connor unlocked the door and they went into
the living room.

“Do you ever get the feeling things just
aren’t right around here anymore?” Connor asked.

There he goes again, Steven thought.
Trying to lead him into another serious conversation.

“Right now, the only feeling I have is that
I have to pee very badly.” And, with that, he walked to the
bathroom.

When he came back out a few minutes later,
his father was in front of the flickering TV. He knew something was
wrong by the way his father just stood there in front of it with
the remote control kind of dangling in his hand, like he had been
so shocked by what he saw that he was frozen, unable to sit down.
Steven turned his attention to the TV.

Something else had gone wrong in
Gethsemane.


 


Seventeen

Graduation Night Part Two

 


Elise sat in the back of the auditorium with
her friend, Carrie Bendrix, and her family. Carrie’s older brother
was graduating and she had invited Elise to come along. Elise
thought it might be a good idea. Ever since leaving Steven, she had
trouble thinking about anything else.

How could she have told Steven she had left
him out of self-preservation, because she had to, more than
out of any problem she might have had with him? She knew he
probably wouldn’t have understood that. But she had her secrets. So
many secrets. And she didn’t think she would be able to stay with
anyone with all those secrets in her head. She was afraid if she
shared those secrets, then he wouldn’t want anything to do with
her.

Thus far, the graduation had been pretty
boring. She had never been so thankful Gethsemane was such a small
town. The graduating class was just under a hundred and it was
still painful to hear the principal read off all of their names as
they walked up the aisles. Several times she found herself wanting
to go to sleep. She was already thinking of excuses she could use
to get out of going to any graduation parties with Carrie. She
didn’t think she wanted to spend the night watching Carrie get
trashed before going off with some boy, leaving her to fend off
some other boy and his bad jokes or personality he had stolen from
the television. It was thoughts like those that made her want to
run to Steven’s house. Run there and tell him she was sorry and she
wanted to be with him but there were just a few things she needed
to tell him first.

No. She didn’t think she could ever really
do that.

Maybe when she was older she could find
someone she could confide in but she was only fifteen and still had
a lot of growing up to do. Whoever she decided to tell all her
secrets to would have to be there for life. She would have to know
they were going to be there. And however exciting her teen romance
was, she knew it was just that, teen romance. The thought of
finding the person she was going to spend the rest of her life with
at such a young age was unrealistic.

Once all the graduates took their places on
the risers behind the podium, the principal, Mr. McFee, shared a
few words before giving the microphone to Sasha Barnette, the
salutatorian. Sasha read her prepared speech in an overly
annunciated tone that told the audience she had taken a year or two
of communications and drama. Her speech was about change and how
the youth of America, especially small towns like Gethsemane, had
to work to bring about change. Elise could sense the older people
in the auditorium debating with the girl in their heads. Gethsemane
was a town, Elise felt, that probably only reluctantly let black
people live there. And not too many at that. “Change” was a bad
word in Gethsemane.

To finish her speech, Sasha uttered
something ridiculously corny like, “We are the future!” and went to
take her seat to the right of the podium.

McFee returned, speaking again about the
school year. About all the troubles both the staff and the students
had faced and how they had worked through those troubles as best
they could and how those troubles were, hopefully, over now. Then
he introduced the valedictorian, Bradley Shank, making him sound
like the well-rounded golden boy he no doubt wanted people to
believe he was. Straight-A student all through high school.
Starting quarterback for the Musketeers for the past two years.
Involved in tutoring and community service. An active participant
in the local Lutheran church. Elise knew all of that was mostly
bullshit. Bradley was a guy who got drunk and stoned on the
weekends and date raped as many underclassmen as he could get his
apelike hands on. As for the grades . . . well, it
was easy to cheat when most of the smart kids were afraid of him.
But, Elise thought, this wasn’t a wedding. McFee wasn’t a reverend,
asking if anyone objected. He made it seem like objection was
unthinkable. Like this was clear cut, as simple as destiny or fate.
It made Elise want to puke.

Bradley, smiling, shook McFee’s hand and
approached the podium, continuing to beam out at the crowd. Elise
would give him that much, his smile was certainly charismatic. He
was probably one of those people you could spend most of your time
hating but when they actually approached you all of the hate just
melted away. She wouldn’t know, since he had never spoken to her.
So that left her with just the hate and she was fairly comfortable
with that. He was, after all, really just a member of the
disappearing senior class. This would probably be the last night
she would ever see him unless he became one of those losers who
came back to the school to visit the football coach and all the
other teachers who helped him pass without really trying at
all.

Bradley began his speech. He had bothered to
memorize his and didn’t even have a piece of paper or cards to read
from. His speech was about duty, of all things. About how the youth
had a duty to their school, their families, their church and their
country. His speech was twice as long as Sasha’s and Elise thought
she was going to have to get up and walk out into the hall just so
she didn’t actually fall asleep.

And then Bradley Shank blew his head
off.

Her first thought was that someone had shot
him. She thought that was weird, wanting to assassinate the
valedictorian. And then she saw the gun in his right hand as his
body, a bloody pulp of head at the top of it, slumped to his
left.

There was a moment of stunned silence that
seemed long but was, in reality, probably less than five
seconds.

Elise stood up, along with the rest of the
auditorium. The crowd didn’t know where it wanted to go. Half of
them ran up toward the stage, offering to help. Half of them ran
out into the halls, just wanting to be away from it. This was the
thing they had read about in the papers. This was the thing they
had seen on the news. This was the thing that was happening at
their children’s school. This was not a thing that was supposed to
happen to them. This was not a thing they were supposed to see.

She couldn’t take her eyes from the stage.
McFee had removed the gun from Bradley’s hand, a black pistol, and
stood there staring at it, like it could go off again if he didn’t
apply this appalled scrutiny. Someone else had taken a graduation
gown and draped it over Bradley’s body. There was a cop on stage,
speaking into a radio that seemed comically large, and Elise heard
sirens rapidly approaching the school. The psychologists who had
become fixtures milled about in their sweaters and tweed coats,
their expressions predictably blank.

Through all of it, the only thing she could
think about was Steven. Where was Steven? She wanted him close by
her and realized she was terrified for him and she didn’t really
know why.

On her left, Carrie nudged her. “We’re
getting out of here.” Her face had gone pale and Elise remembered
one of her more fevered accounts about how she had blown Bradley in
the bathroom at a friend’s party.

Once in the hall, the air was one of
confused shock. The hall was crowded with people but none of them
seemed to be moving in one direction. They shuffled around under
the fluorescent lights. Elise felt very faint.

“I need to go outside, Carrie.”

Carrie just kind of stared at her like she
didn’t know what she was saying or even that she was talking.

Elise reached out and grabbed her arm,
shaking it. “I need to go,” she repeated.

“Yeah, yeah, okay . . .”
Carrie nodded her head, absently lifting her purse closer to her
and digging out her cell phone. For a moment, Elise wondered what
she planned to do with it—call all their friends? Then Elise
realized Carrie probably didn’t know what she was doing. She was
just doing something she had done a million times before. Something
familiar. Something comfortable. The hall exited into the parking
lot. It was conceivable Carrie fished her phone from her purse
every day she passed this spot.

“You don’t need that right now,” Elise said,
pressing her hands against Carrie’s, lowering them until she
returned the phone to her purse.

“I was . . . I was just
seeing what time it was,” Carrie mused. “It’s eight
fifty-three.”

Elise thought that would probably be one of
those moments she would never forget—how Carrie, in the middle of
all this chaos, managed to focus on something as utterly mundane as
the time. It’s eight fifty-three. Yeah, she would probably
hear that in nightmares whereas Carrie was likely to forget she had
said anything at all.

Shock was a funny thing.

Leaving wasn’t as easy as they thought it
would be.

The police had sealed off the exits to the
parking lot. They were getting the names and phone numbers of
everyone who had been there, seeing as they were all potential
witnesses. She guessed they were probably making sure everyone was
okay to drive home, also. Shining the flashlight in their eyes to
make sure they hadn’t slid off some kind of deep end. Elise
thought, if they had tried to leave five minutes ago, when Carrie
was standing in the middle of the hallway and mumbling the time,
the officer probably wouldn’t have let them pass. Would have
probably told them he didn’t think she should be driving and they
needed to get out of the car until they had their bearings. She had
seen the officers do this to a car that was farther ahead of
them.

“My God,” Carrie said, as they pulled out
onto Gethsemane Pike. “Can you believe that?”

Elise sat in the passenger seat and looked
out the window. It was very foggy. “Yes,” she said. “It doesn’t
really surprise me at all.”

But she had only said that to sound
contradictory. Death did not surprise her. The other deaths at Get
High did not surprise her. But this one did. She had known about
the others before anyone else, but not this one. She was very
confused.

Elise was a girl with secrets and if Carrie
were, at this very moment, Steven, then she thought she would
probably have told him everything because the secrets were starting
to hurt. But Carrie was not Steven so Elise continued to choke on
the secrets, wondering how long it would be before the secrets
forced her to self-destruct.

 



 


Eighteen

The Night Before the End of the World

 


Standing there, watching his dad watch the
television, Steven felt like it was the night before the end of the
world. A surge of emotions ripped through him and the only thing he
could think was how much he wanted to be out. He wanted to be out
in the night air where he felt comfortable. Where he could run and
burn off some of the energy threatening to throw him to the floor
and make him squirm. His dad must have sensed this, Steven’s
impulse to bolt.

Connor turned away from the TV, reporting
the breaking news of the Graduation Suicide, and said,
“No . . . don’t . . .
Steven . . .” And he reached out an arm to grab him
but Steven was already gone.

Out the door and into the foggy night.

Yes, he thought, there are things
out here in the night. But he wasn’t afraid of them. They
couldn’t hurt him. They only wanted to make him dead. And he wasn’t
so sure he didn’t want to be dead.

Connor came to the doorway as Steven went
deeper into the night, but he just stood there, frozen. Everything
he feared was out there. He knew he could face them if he let
himself fall into that fog but his life had been filled with fear
and he didn’t want anything else to do with it. Slowly, he
retreated back into the house, closing the door and feeling
something sink within him. He didn’t think this would be the last
time he would ever see Steven. He only thought it felt like he had
lost something. Maybe not the whole of Steven but some very
essential part of him.

Outside, once nearly a block away from the
house, Steven slowed his pace.

It was time to clear his head. It was time
to figure out what the hell was going on. And there was, he was now
certain of it, something going on. He needed to either
figure it out or succumb to it completely. There wouldn’t be any
middle ground. Decisions had to be made.

Walking along, now sucking on a Marlboro and
loving it, he thought about the things he had written in his
notebook.

Was it all just a bunch of semi-psychotic
bullshit? That was entirely possible but not likely.

Was it there to foreshadow what was going to
happen to him or was it there so he could help? And if he was to
help, how in the hell was he supposed to do that? Stand guard over
every adolescent in Gethsemane? That didn’t sound very practical.
Unless the suicides were actually something like a virus.
Something that could be stopped. If that was the case and he was
there to help then he guessed that made him the cure. Or one
potential cure, anyway.

Did Elise have anything to do with this? Of
course she did. How else could a girl of her beauty want anything
to do with someone like him?

So it seemed like the water tower would play
some important role in all this, but he couldn’t figure out what
that would be. He remembered what his dad said Drifter Ken had told
him but he and Elise had been around the tower many times in the
past month or so and hadn’t seen anything too interesting. The only
time he had seen anything notable was when he was alone on that
night of clouds and fog. And the only thing he had come away with
from that encounter was an all-pervading sense of doom. If that was
the kind of thing that happened at the water tower, he wasn’t sure
if he was eager for it.

He had written the names of the dead and, at
the time, that had seemed pretty obvious but he hadn’t written a
single one since Jeremy Liven. Did that mean anything? It also
occurred to him he hadn’t written a single one since noticing Elise
for the first time. Perhaps that was just coincidence but perhaps
it was something more. Maybe she had somehow blinded him to that
bit of psychic power he thought he had. Maybe being around her had
dulled it. If that was the case, he wondered if she was aware of
it.

He had written the names of the clouds and,
seeing them swirling over the water tower that one night, it had
made sense, but he wasn’t so sure he saw the sense in it now. After
close scrutiny, the clouds had revealed absolutely nothing to him.
He wanted to believe they were Deathbreakers, there to keep the
evil away, there to protect him, but now there was not a single
cloud in the sky and the fog offered more dread than
protection.

And he had written something about the
Obscura. That could be anything. It could be a place or a group of
people. For some reason, his mind seized on that because it made
the least sense of anything. Maybe if he could find out what
Obscura was then he would have all the answers.

Of course, there was the story. Maybe it was
some kind of allegory, tying everything
together . . . Or maybe it was just a story. Out of
all the things he had written, that story was the only thing that
had really given him the creeps. The content of the story aside,
the alien genesis of it was unnerving. Like he didn’t even have
control over his own mind. The story itself was something else. It
unsettled him. It didn’t end happily and he didn’t know why he
would have written it. And who was the villain in it, the
Jackthief? He was mentioned by name but he was never actually
revealed or described. But Steven had a face for the Jackthief.

When he was around ten, long after Connor
had left his mother, she had taken a live-in lover, her first since
Connor. He didn’t last very long, his mother had another, more
permanent one after him, but he terrified Steven. He didn’t even
know the guy’s full name. His mother called him Fisk and Steven was
pretty sure this was his last name but he never really knew. He
supposed he could have asked his mother about it but even bringing
up Fisk frightened him.

Fisk had never really done anything to hurt
Steven. It was mainly just the way he looked. He was tall and thin,
his skin seemed to be stretched over his cheekbones. He was what
his mother called a “hard man.” His hair was a little longer than
most men’s hair and it was usually kind of greasy. The things that
scared Steven the most about him were his eyes. Whenever Steven
slipped up and made eye contact with the man, he felt as though he
had lost something of himself. He knew Fisk’s eyes were brown but
sometimes, in his memory, they were red—red irises, ringed with
yellow.

The idea his ten-year-old mind had
constructed was that Fisk was a vampire. Not necessarily the
bloodsucking kind. More like a psychic vampire, there to suck the
life from people. He didn’t speak very much. Hardly at all to
Steven. It was like he didn’t quite know how to act around kids. At
night, sometimes he heard Fisk making love to his mother. Steven
didn’t exactly know what they were doing but it seemed to last a
long time and he remembered hearing his mother sobbing when it was
over. It would have probably been better for his adolescent mind to
stand there at the door and watch them fucking rather than lying in
bed and having his imagination tell him all the things they could
be doing. At the time, he was sure Fisk was hurting her. In
retrospect, it was all probably part of some game, something his
mother had wanted.

Young Steven had imagined Fisk taking more
from his mother than pleasure. Maybe he took her blood but, more
than anything, he seemed to be taking some kind of essential life.
And all of Steven’s fears were confirmed the next morning at the
breakfast table when his mother served him with dark rings under
her puffy red eyes. Yes, Fisk was stealing something from her.

Then, one day, he never came back. Except in
Steven’s dreams. He would wake up, thinking he had seen that
strange face pressed against the window. Every now and then, on his
way to or from school, he would think he saw him, walking along the
opposite side of the street, far away, and a shiver would run down
his spine.

Now he walked through the fog. He hadn’t
thought about Fisk in a long time and that story about the
Jackthief had brought it all back. In Steven’s mind, there was no
doubt Fisk was the Jackthief.

He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and
shook his head.

What the hell was he doing? Maybe this was
what insanity felt like. It didn’t make any sense. Normal people
did not do this kind of thing. Normal people did not dig up faces
from their past and try to tie them into some kind of impending
strangeness happening around them.

Around him.

That was key. When he really thought about
it, it didn’t seem like anything had really happened directly
to him. Tonight’s incident involving the crazed deer was the
closest thing to strange, outside of his dreams and writings, that
had happened to him. And what did that have to do with the
suicides or his precognitions or whatever the hell they were. The
intelligent thing to do would just be to forget about it all. He
had always prized his ability to realize his flaws. This was just
another flaw. Here’s how it probably was: He had been under a great
deal of mental stress since the death of his mother. That stress
was coupled and tripled by the fact that he changed schools and
homes, living with his father who, let’s face it, was not one of
the world’s greatest communicators. As much as the man wanted to
believe Steven could come to him with any of his problems, Steven
could only imagine a semi-blank stare and something vaguely
therapeutic but ultimately pretty hollow coming from his father’s
mouth. Something like, “I understand how you feel.” Then there were
the suicides that had started back at the beginning of the school
year. Suicides that seemed to occur without any real driving
motivation. Suicides that happened to a select age group. Suicides
that were just bizarre enough to leave any teen sitting around and
wondering, “Could that happen to me?” And after they continued to
happen the inevitable answer was, “Yes. It could just as easily
happen to me.” And then Elise had come along and there were so many
different kinds of tension there it made him feel like a very
tightly stretched rubber band. Granted, he had become, briefly, a
rubber band that was incredibly happy at times. The notebooks and
the nightmares, probably just products of an overactive and
paranoid imagination, had served as a subtext to nearly all of it.
Throw the breakup into the mix and that probably explained the way
he felt tonight. The only substantial thing that had come out of it
was that he had written Jeremy Liven’s name on the night the boy
had killed himself before he knew it had happened.

And that was probably just a coincidence. A
coincidence he had tried to justify through further writings
without any success. Jeremy Liven’s was a name he had probably
heard in the wind that day and it had somehow stuck in his mind and
maybe his mind had seized upon it. Maybe there was some kind of
psychic tremor out there that carried strange things to strange
people but did that really make him responsible for
anything? Did that really give him any kind of control over
this situation? He didn’t think so. He didn’t see how it could. But
there was still that conscience throbbing in the back of his
head.

He still stood in the middle of the sidewalk
and it felt kind of like his head was going to explode and his body
just kept telling him it needed some rest, it needed a little lie
down. But he had listened to that voice too much over the past two
years. He had had plenty of rest. Resting wasn’t going to do him
any good now. The only thing he would do if he gave into that voice
was go home to his parachute room and wish away the last two years
of his life while sleep fell upon him, rendering him completely
helpless until he woke up from some screaming nightmare thinking he
never wanted to sleep again. Then it would only take a couple
hours, thinking whatever weird, twisted thoughts his brain felt
like visiting on him before it whispered in his ear once again that
he needed to rest and, of course, he wouldn’t be able to resist
that voice because, while it was often the voice of madness, the
voice of that downward spiraling mental puzzle, it was also the
voice of reason, speaking with such authority it couldn’t be
denied.

Jesus. What the hell was it he wanted to do?
What was it he could do? He felt so powerful and powerless
at the same time.

Should he go see Elise? That was what he
wanted to do, wasn’t it? He wanted to go to her house and
pull her out of it and hug her and hold her and tell her they
didn’t have to worry about sex because if it meant losing her by
his side then he didn’t need it. That was what he wanted to do but
there was some faint glimmer of pride that wouldn’t let him. He was
hurt and broken and she had known he was hurt and broken but she
had spat him out anyway.

Fuck her, he thought. Fuck her.
Fuck Dad. Fuck everyone. Maybe he would just go get into his
truck and take off driving until he ran it out of gas, leaving all
the people needing fucked behind.

He didn’t know what else to do so he took
off running through the fog that had become more of a mist. He ran
as fast and as hard as he could, the cool water droplets washing
over his face. He ran thinking it would tire him out. Thinking if
he could just physically exhaust his body then his mind would have
to be somewhere close behind. He ran until his legs felt like crazy
stinging rubber and his lungs burned. He ran until he couldn’t run
anymore, without direction, without hope, without future.

It didn’t surprise him, when his body
demanded he stop, that he stood in front of the water tower.

 



 


Nineteen

Morning Dream

 


Steven sat down on the park bench, feeling
the familiar press of the wood slats against his ass. Meditatively,
he stared at the spectral tower, wanting whatever secrets his mind
kept from him to come spilling from his head, to burst into life
before his eyes. Knowing, knowing this was not possible. Knowing
that no matter how much he wanted to taste the secrets they would
remain forever out of reach. Sitting there on the bench, he knew so
many things were not possible and this was part of that never
ending despair the water tower wanted to dump on him, polluting his
soul, sullying him for his adult life. He didn’t think he had ever
felt this lonely and now there was his body, a sometimes friend,
betraying him also. Telling him it needed rest. Rest. And before he
knew it he had closed his eyes and brought his legs up on the bench
so he could lie there and listen to the wetly swirling air and the
eerily soft buzz of the water tower, using the humidity as a
blanket and thinking . . . knowing he was
never going back.

Between sleep and dreams—always a tricky,
fuzzy state—he didn’t know exactly what he was not going back to.
Maybe it was his house. Maybe it was Elise. Maybe it was childhood.
But that was how his thoughts came to him. As lazy half-grasped
things he had absolutely no control over.

Sleeping. Waking. The surf drawing away from
the beach.

He started, his body jerking.

He felt something on his leg.

He tried to open his eyes. He wanted them to
bolt open but they didn’t want to. The night was too thick, his
lids stuck to his eyeballs like heavy clots of syrup. Finally
opening them, he looked down at his leg and was nearly sick with
fright.

There was something clinging to it.

He kicked his leg but the thing wouldn’t let
go. It was a sticky white mess, roughly the length of his shin,
running from knee to foot, and it had a vaguely human form.

Steven reached down with his hands, pulling
at it, yanking it free and tossing it to the side.

What the hell was it?

Whatever it was, part of it still stuck to
his fingers. He flicked his hand and then wiped it on his
pants.

He was off the bench now, ready to run,
except the thing in front of him was changing, growing. And it was
so small he didn’t feel as frightened of it as he was when it had
clung parasitically to his leg.

Slowly, it became more substantial. My
God, Steven thought, it looks like a giant glop of come.
It was . . . humanizing . . .
before his very eyes. It lay on the ground, curled up into a fetal
position, and when Steven approached it slowly it unfolded itself
and looked up at him, standing up on its feet and growing to nearly
half Steven’s size.

The sight of the thing made him retch. It
looked kind of like him. It had his eyebrows and maybe his hair
color but that was where the similarity stopped. One of its eyes
was missing, replaced with blackish ooze. Its arms were two
different sizes and the right arm, the smaller one, was equipped
with something like a bird’s claw, giant curved talons arching out
from it. Half the scalp was missing, revealing a cracked skull and,
beneath that, a pinkish throbbing brain. The thing smiled, baring a
mouth filled with tiny razor sharp fangs. Steven turned to run.

“Why are you running?”

This stopped Steven. He didn’t know why. Ah,
that tricky dream logic! If it was a dream. But the dreamer
never hardly knows he is dreaming.

He turned around to face the thing.

“Daddy?” it said, with an elongated blackish
tongue.

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking
about.”

“But I think you do.”

“I assure you I don’t.”

“Come on, that girl squeezed me out. You
know, the one with the nice tits. Elise.”

“This is crazy.”

“Yeah, she shot me out of you. Don’t deny me
now. Do you think I’m hideous? I saw you almost recognized me for
what I was over there on the bench. A big pile of come.”

“That’s not how it happens.” Suddenly, maybe
it was the dream, he felt the need to explain the whole
reproductive cycle to this thing just so it knew how crazy its
proposal was. Or maybe just to reaffirm what Steven knew was
reality and truth.

“You don’t know how anything happens. You
spend too much time in your room, in your head. The girlie jerked
you off and out I came, fertilizing the field and the moonlight.
Some kids get to feel a woman’s cunt before they come out but I got
some cold grass. I guess I can’t get a break. I told you, she
squeezed me out. She squeezed me out of you.” After it said that,
one of its ears fell off as though it was a piece of dandruff.
“Damn,” it mumbled, scrounging to pick up his ear.

The thing angered Steven. It was the way it
talked about Elise. It was its crazy sense of biology, saying
things Steven knew could never be true. He could crush the thing.
He was sure of it. And for the first time in his life, dream or no
dream, he felt murderous. He ran at the small monstrosity and
kicked it in the stomach. The kick tore a giant moist gash in the
thing’s foamy flesh. It took a staggering step backward, dropping
its good hand down to try and hold in its guts as they tumbled from
the wound.

“This is no way to treat your first
born.”

Steven broke into laughter, the murderous
rage leaving him. “This is fucking crazy. You don’t exist.
I’m dreaming. I have to be.”

“You keep telling yourself that. I’ll tell
you what I am.”

“Fine. You tell me. And maybe I’ll let you
live.” That was a hollow threat, Steven knew. He was walking away
as he said it.

“I’m part of your undoing.”

He turned to face the disgusting little
thing. “There is no undoing. There is no undoing.
There are no predictions. That water tower . . .”
Here Steven pointed to the water tower, absurdly tall and menacing.
“Does not have any kind of special fucking powers. It is not a
portal. There is no Jackthief. There are no ghosts and nightmares
are only nightmares. Now leave me be.”

While speaking, the thing had moved
incredibly close to Steven. He didn’t know how it had closed the
distance in such a short span of time.

“I just want to go home,” it said
plaintively.

“You don’t have a home.”

“My home is in your head.”

And before Steven realized it, the sick come
creature was climbing up his pants leg.

“Just let me get back in your head and I’ll
come out when you fuck that girl proper.”

Steven dropped down to the ground. This
thing sapped him of any strength he had left.

“Fuck her hard for me and then me and your
dad can tear this fucking world apart.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”
Steven was now on all fours, climbing along the grass, drool
running out of his mouth, acidic bile churning in his throat. He
felt like throwing up. He clamped his hands over his throbbing
head. Between his fingers, he felt the thing’s meaty breath on his
ear, smelled its rot, the stinking death of his own come.

“Yeah, your dad’s a bad man. A very
bad man.”

“No . . .” But Steven had a
hard time speaking. His tongue had grown heavy. He felt the thing
sliding between his fingers, into his ear, wrapping its twisted
little arms around his brain.

“Repent,” it chanted. “Repent. Repent.
Repent at the tower. The tower forgives all. But it won’t forgive
your dad, not after what he’s done.”

And Steven had reached the water tower. He
touched it with his fingertips and felt its hum beneath them.

Yes, he thought. There are ghosts
here. There are ghosts everywhere. My father is a very bad
man and when I see Elise again I’m going to fuck her because this
thing inside me has to come out.

The cool metal of the tower took away the
nausea, took away the fatigue. The tower took away so many
things.

 


 


When he woke up or slipped back into
consciousness or whatever carnival act his body was calling it
these days, he stood at the tower in the early morning sun,
touching its surface. He pulled his hands away. His right hand hurt
very badly. More specifically, the fingertip of his right index
finger hurt very badly. He held it up in front of his face. The tip
of the nail was all bent back and the flesh was bloody. He wondered
how he had done that.

Standing there, he wondered a lot of things.
Like what he was going to do with his day. He wasn’t going home. He
didn’t really know why at this point. He just knew he wasn’t going
there. The sky was a bloody red, waiting for the sun to burn off
the clouds, layers of stratus looking like skin stretched over
ribs.

Steven decided he would walk. He would walk
and wait for things to happen. Something was trying to undo him. He
didn’t know what exactly. He wasn’t even sure what an undoing
entailed. There had been a lot of undoings in Gethsemane the past
several months, if that was what it meant. But he didn’t think it
was. He thought it was something different. And he was even
starting to get the feeling now, maybe, it would be something
miraculous.

 



 


Twenty

Cumulonimbus

 


The dream had left him even more shaken. He
didn’t know how that was possible. The second he had pulled away
from the water tower, he had felt exhausted. Exhausted in so many
ways. Mentally exhausted. Physically exhausted. Psychically
exhausted.

He was tired of this little neighborhood. He
wanted to go back to the field where he and Elise had gone, even if
she wasn’t with him. There was still the urge to go to her house,
drag her out, show her he wasn’t some kind of sex crazed maniac,
show her he was there for her.

Fuck her. Fuck her hard.

He shook the thought, the lingering
afterthought, out of his head.

He wanted to show her that he wanted more
than just her sex. He had, after all, gone nearly eighteen years
without it. He didn’t think it would kill him to wait a little
longer. Of course, he knew he wasn’t going to go to her house. He
wasn’t going to tell her all those things.

He began walking back home, keeping his eyes
cast ever upward at the clear June sky, the clouds now gone,
marveling at how quickly the weather in Ohio could change but
thinking if it stayed just this way forever then it would be
perfect.

Except . . . without the
Deathbreakers in the clouds there wasn’t any protection.

It’s all nonsense, he told himself.
It’s all over. It was all bullshit, anyway.

Once he reached the end of his block, he
could see his house. His father’s car wasn’t in the driveway. That
was only natural. Steven’s running out had probably distressed him.
Steven imagined him waking early this morning and, noticing Steven
wasn’t in his room, driving off to work where he could drown all
his negative thoughts in productivity. Productivity, something that
at least had the faint glimmer of being a positive activity.

Patting his pocket to make sure his keys
were still there, he unlocked the door of his truck and slid into
the already warm cab, thinking it would be a perfect metaphor for
feeling trapped if the damn bag of bolts didn’t start. But it did.
It started on the first try and drove him out to the old field
without a single hitch.

He didn’t go directly to the field. He spent
some time driving around the outskirts of Gethsemane. He always
liked this time of year. The plants and trees had just reached full
bloom and there was something about those first splashes of green
that seemed oh so refreshing. The fields were freshly turned and
some of the crops, mostly corn or soybeans, were beginning to peek
their baby heads from the soil. The days had not yet turned
brutally hot and humid as they would in July. It was pleasant
almost all the way around. Except Steven found it hard to be
pleasant.

Maybe he just needed to get something out of
his system but didn’t know what that might be. Perhaps what really
bothered him was that there wasn’t anyone to talk this over with.
He didn’t have any friends. Elise was gone. Sometimes a boy needed
to live outside his own mind or else that mind turned on itself,
devouring, breeding thoughts that were anything but healthy. And
maybe that was why he had chosen to go out to the old field. There
wasn’t really anything out there that would allow him to hurt
himself unless he chose to swerve his car off the road and ram it
into a tree.

Sometime after noon, he pulled to the side
of the old field, hoping the owner of the property wasn’t out and
about. Trespassing was all well and good during the dark of night
but there was something about the day that made him feel just a
little too naked. A little too exposed.

The field sloped up from the road, the old
gray barn looming large at the top. Steven walked up the hill,
feeling very small in this vast field. The grass was only about
ankle high. Not yet grown up enough to be mowed down. He took off
his shoes and socks. The grass was soft beneath his feet. A cool
wind blew through his sweat damp hair. His finger hurt like a
motherfucker. He looked down at it. The tip was all pulpy and
slightly purple. He wondered what he could have done to cause that
but admitted to himself he wasn’t thinking very clearly last night.
Not like now. Now he thought he had a little clarity.

He turned and sat down at the top of the
hill, facing the road, the barn behind him dark and menacing.
Overhead, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, but he was pretty sure
way out west, off in the distance, some clouds were rolling in. The
wind blew stronger and it had a refreshing water smell that meant
rain was coming. Maybe they would even get a thunderstorm. There
was nothing like a thunderstorm to make you feel like part of
something bigger.

And that was what he realized. This was his
clarity.

He was part of something bigger. Ultimately,
that was what all the cryptic little messages in his notebook told
him. Not necessarily that he was the solution to the virus
happening around him but that he was a part of it. Just as every
citizen of Gethsemane was a part of it. Just like every person in
the world, in some way or the other, was a part of it. And not just
a part of the suicide virus but a part of everything. How, if you
took just one person out of the picture of humankind, the face of
that picture changed forever. The friends of Jeremy Liven or Mary
Lovell . . . their lives were undisputedly changed.
And by their lives being changed, they would change the lives of
others. Whereas those friends would have, at one time, been doing
something with the deceased, they were now doing that with someone
else. And that someone else who would have been doing something
with yet a third person was no longer doing something with the
third person. It was staggering when you thought of it like that.
And there had been all that death in this tiny little town and
Steven had experienced it. He had felt it. But he was ready for it
to be over. He was ready to move on. And he thought maybe that
would have to mean getting out of Gethsemane.

His plan was to leave tonight. He thought he
would be able to do that. He would say goodbye to his father. He
would probably have to borrow some money and his father would give
it to him without saying a word because he would, somewhere deep
down, know Steven getting out of Gethsemane would have everything
to do with his survival. He wouldn’t go far. Probably just to
Columbus or Cincinnati. It wouldn’t be very hard for him to find a
job and he knew he wouldn’t need very much money to live. He didn’t
want to fall into the money trap early on. All he would need would
be enough for rent and gas and food. The essentials. Then maybe he
could discover who he really was. Drawn out of the conservative
dark veil of a small town, he thought maybe he wouldn’t seem like
such an outcast. Maybe he would feel like one of the rest. Sitting
there and waiting for the rain to come, he thought that was really
the only thing he hoped for—to be like one of the rest.

Of course, Steven would never be like one of
the rest.

He realized that when, sometime in the early
afternoon, the storm only a few minutes away, Elise came walking
across the field toward him. Immediately, his plans shifted. She
had come to make up. He would stay if she wanted him to. He would
do anything for her.

But she seemed to only want one thing.

He stood up when she drew close to him. She
wore a short black skirt and a gray sleeveless top. He started to
say he was sorry but she spoke first, pressing a thin finger to his
lips.

“I want you to take me into that barn and
fuck me. I want to get it over with and I want you to be the one to
show me. Don’t make love to me. Don’t try and make anything out of
it. Just fuck me. And then we’ll both know. Then we’ll both know if
it’s worth it or not. We’ll have answers to at least one
mystery.”

He gulped and, suddenly, absurdly, didn’t
know if he could do what she wanted him to do. There were so many
things he wanted to say to her. The wind whipped against his
forehead and a spider of lightning scurried along the horizon.

He opened his mouth to ask her if she was
sure about this because he didn’t know if he was but she reached
her finger back up, pressing it harder against his lips. “We don’t
need to talk. Unless you’re going to say something filthy, then
don’t say anything.” She took his hand and led him to the barn.

He didn’t know what to think. Wasn’t this
what he had dreamt about? There was something about it that made
him feel guilty. Like a glutton finally lapping up the dish he
craved. He drank in the sight of Elise, a sight he had missed. Her
skirt whipped around the tops of her pale legs and he thought,
under that skirt was her underwear and he wondered what color they
were, and under the underwear was something else, something he had
never seen in the flesh, a mystery about ready to unfold in front
of him.

Thunder rumbled hungrily from across the
meadow. Lightning flashed. The sky continued to darken. The wind
was nearly cold, pushing against the barn to emit a creaking chorus
as Steven and Elise crossed its threshold.

 



 


Twenty-one

Suicide #7: Self- Mutilation

 


Following Elise into the barn, feeling her
small sweating hand in his, Steven thought about the “undoing” a
lot. The loss of virginity was, he supposed, a form of undoing.
Yet, he felt like the virgin female, especially one as young as
Elise, was somehow more of a virgin than he was. Ever since he had
turned eleven, ever since he was old enough to know erections felt
good and if he played with it enough then stuff came out and the
feeling before that stuff came out was the greatest feeling he had
ever felt in his life, he had thought about sex constantly. He had
seen pornos, he had seen magazines, he had fantasized nearly every
day, imagining sex in all its varieties. He had imagined regular
sex, fellatio, anal sex, cunnilingus, bondage, sex in public, sex
in closets, so many different kinds of sex. None of it very poetic.
None of it very romantic. It was simply the product of teenage
hormones, culminating in his imagination and manifesting in a way
that, in the end, involved only him and his mind. He had imagined
other things too. He had imagined waking up next to a beautiful
girl every day for the rest of his life. He had imagined laughter,
the soft laughter of two people who share the secret of eternal
love. And that last thing he thought he had experienced to some
extent. But it was hard for him to imagine Elise thinking all the
things he had.

Now the time for thinking was over. It was
happening and he realized he didn’t have a clue what it would be
like. It would turn out to be what it was.

An undoing.

For both of them, an undoing.

What happened to people after they lost
their virginity, he wondered? He’d read so many things. Would one
of them begin a downward spiral of nymphomania, teen pregnancy
paranoia, the fear of disease, the possessive jealousy the prospect
of straying can create? Or would they open up, blossom like
flowers, experience a mental and physical awakening?

He didn’t know.

He didn’t want to think anymore.

He wanted Elise.

Outside, the thunder boomed louder, the wind
screamed between the boards of the barn walls and lightning
flickered in the darkness. A giant cumulonimbus cloud sat over
everything and Steven felt so protected.

There was a dirty mattress at the far end of
the barn. As though it had been thrown there for this very purpose.
He knew that was a flippant notion. This was a barn in the middle
of nowhere. It was waiting for this sort of thing and that
mattress, with its stains and dirtiness, had undoubtedly been used
for this sort of thing countless times before. They were part of
something bigger. They were part of this teenage ritual.

Elise lay down on the mattress, propping
herself up on her elbows.

“I’m yours. You know what you want me for
better than I do so go ahead and do it. You have me until the storm
ends.”

Another crash of thunder and the sudden
spectral swell of lightning.

He lay down beside her, kissed her. She
kissed back. Their tongues entered each other’s mouths and he let
his hands run down to her breasts, feeling their firmness, the
stiffness of the nipples. Was she really going to let him put his
hands anywhere? He stiffened against his jeans, rubbed his crotch
against her leg. He straddled her, lifted her shirt up over head.
She raised her arms, allowing him to do this, looking at him with
some unreadable expression. He had to try and stop himself from
shaking and he didn’t know if it was nerves or cold. Once her shirt
was off, he stared at her. He didn’t think he could tire of
drinking her in. He kissed down her neck, her chest, running his
tongue along her soft flesh. He bit at her nipples through the thin
fabric of her bra and moved his tongue down her stomach. He pulled
at the waistband of her skirt, pulling it down her legs. She held
her legs together, allowing him to do this. He fought the urge to
rip her underwear off and enter her before she could change her
mind but he wanted to savor this. He wanted to savor every moment
because something in the back of his head told him it would never
happen again.

Fuck her. Fuck her hard.

No. That was the voice of memory.
That was the voice of shadow and darkness. That was not his
voice. That was the voice of the sickness inside him, the
nightmares, the insanity, wanting to come out of his head.

He stood up beside the bed and took off his
own clothes. All of them at once so he stood before her, amidst the
lightning, completely naked. Her eyes traced his body and his
traced hers. She looked so young lying there on the mattress that,
for a moment, he regretted what he was going to do to her, knowing
he was going to do it anyway. He was going to do it because she had
said it was okay and he wanted to do it so desperately. But there
was something unnerving in her near stillness. Almost like she
didn’t really want it at all. Almost like she really was just doing
it to get it over with.

He got back on the mattress, the musty odor
of it wafting up at him. He ran his hands through her soft hair,
pulling her head toward him to kiss her while he undid her black
bra. He pulled it from her arms and moved his head back down her
neck to her breasts. He held them in his hands. They felt so much
warmer than the rest of her. He slid his tongue over her nipples,
sucking at them, tasting them. His cock pressed against her sex and
he could feel her heat there too. He continued to kiss her, sucking
at her pale skin until it reddened, reaching the waistline of her
underwear. He pulled her underwear down her legs, staring at her
sex, hidden within a fold of skin. He kissed the inside of her leg,
moving his tongue toward her. He ran his hands over her cunt. It
felt almost alien to him, damp and warm, almost hot. He lingered
there, smelling her sweet aroma.

Then he couldn’t help it. He wanted as much
of her as possible. He wanted her to know that. He buried his mouth
in her sex. She jerked with the sudden sensation of it, his coarse
stubble against her most delicate area. His tongue snaked into her
opening, working up and down the labia. Then he was on his knees
before her open legs, gripping his penis with his hand, guiding it
in between the wet folds of her sex.

Rain nailed the barn. It was so loud he
thought it might be hail. He worked his length slowly into her. She
groaned, drew in air between clenched teeth. He slid in and out of
her, lubricating himself with her blood and come. Her fingertips
dug into his arms. He moved slowly like this, trying not to come
immediately, feeling her tightness around him.

“Does this feel okay?” he asked.

She only looked at him with an unreadable
stare that may have been something like indifference. There was
something about her stare that made him angry. It was almost like
she wasn’t feeling it. They locked eyes and he felt himself become
angry at that dead expression but even more aroused. He thrust
deeper into her, as deep as he could possibly go, and dropped his
weight onto her, her breasts against his lower chest, his hips
grinding into hers. He grabbed her shoulders from behind and moved
his hips faster and faster, sinking himself deeper and deeper into
her. The orgasm came on and he knew he couldn’t do this inside of
her. He didn’t have a particular desire to be a parent. So he
pulled out at the last minute and stroked himself, shooting his
come onto her stomach and then lying back down on top of her.

But she didn’t want that.

Elise pushed him from her. He rolled over
beside her on the mattress and reached down, trying to grab her
hand.

She moved off the mattress and onto the
floor of the barn, onto her knees.

Then she vomited.

He scooted to the edge of the mattress and
ran a hand along her back, ignoring the stink coming up from her.
He looked at her, seeing everything differently now. The gentle
slope of her back became her buttocks and he could see blood there,
trickling down the inside of her leg. He looked down at his
shrunken dick, now crusted with a thin coating of blood, and hated
himself for being a man. He continued to rub the middle of her back
as she retched again. His fingertip wound must have broken open
sometime during their act and he had inadvertently wiped some blood
in a scraggly line down her spine.

She retched again and he felt something
strange. He felt her spine move . . . or
bulge . . . or something.

She swiped his hand away and stood up,
wandering dazedly into a darkened corner of the barn.

The rain had stopped.

The thunder had stopped.

The lightning had stopped.

“The storm’s over,” she mumbled to the
darkness in front of her. “I’m not yours anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

She turned around and it was his turn to
feel sick.

Her sex looked like it had been mutilated. A
giant blossom of red, blood flowing freely.

He didn’t believe what he was seeing. For
the first time he realized this was not Elise. Her body was doing
something strange. It was quivering but, more than that, it seemed
to be growing smaller and larger, a kind of strange vibration.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“You really don’t know, do you?” she said
but the voice was not hers. He thought he knew who that voice
belonged to. “Boy, you sure did fuck me hard.”

Her body grew thinner and taller. Her hair
fell away from her scalp in clumps. Her eyes rolled down her cheeks
and landed with a wet plop on the floor of the barn.

“You had every warning sign you could have
and you still fell into it.”

In front of him stood the Jackthief. Steven
knew it was the Jackthief. And this wasn’t his mother’s old
boyfriend at all. This was something far more hideous. This was not
a person but some construct of his mind. Only . . .
it seemed too real to be just a construct. And Steven didn’t think
he was dreaming. He didn’t see how he could be dreaming. His dreams
were never this real.

He didn’t know exactly what he should do.
Part of him wanted to grab his clothes and put them on but another
part of him felt like he was in great danger and knew he had to get
away. So he compromised. He grabbed his clothes up from the floor
and ran to his left, toward the hanging door of the barn that
flapped weirdly in the dying breeze. But before he could get to the
door, the Jackthief was there, blocking his way.

“You’re not getting out,” the Jackthief
said. “You have your father to thank for this.”

“What do you mean by that? My father didn’t
do anything.”

The thing in front of Steven was now fully
clothed in something resembling black rags. He moved toward Steven,
hypnotically slow, but there was a quickness there as well.

“Come with me, Steven. What do you have to
live for?”

“I have a lot to live for.”

“Name one thing.”

“Elise.”

“You just saw her change before your very
eyes. She never was. Elise never was. There has only been me. I can
tell you about the things you told her and I can tell you about the
clouds and the water tower. I can tell you about everything. Want
to hear about the undoing? Want to hear the name of suicide number
seven?”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

Hot anger flashed within him. This thing in
front of him was what had been driving him mad these past months.
It was fear and it was fear given the name of the Jackthief. A
thief of life, come to take him away. Yes, he was angry. If he
could kill the Jackthief then he knew the suicides would stop. He
knew the fear would go away. He charged at the skeletal man,
thinking he wouldn’t be that hard to take down.

But the Jackthief moved quickly out of the
way and seemed to disappear.

Steven turned around, looking for him in the
gloom of the barn. He knew he wasn’t going to leave until the
Jackthief was dead. This was the confrontation . . .
this was the something he had wanted. And it was packaged up
so nicely for him. Somewhere in this barn. He quickly pulled on his
pants and his shirt, foregoing his underwear and remembering his
shoes and socks had been left out in the rain.

“I’m up here,” the Jackthief said and Steven
looked up to the second level of the barn, the hayloft, and saw the
man looking down at him. “If you’re going to run, you should
probably do it.”

“I’m not going to run.”

“Then you’re going to die.”

Steven stalked over to the wooden ladder
propped against the hay loft, wondering what he was doing. He had
no weapon of any kind. Whatever this thing was, it was more monster
than human. God only knew what it would be capable of doing to
him.

The farmer’s implements were lined neatly
along the board the ladder was propped against, leather thongs
holding them onto wooden pegs. Near the top of the ladder, Steven
reached out and grabbed a sickle. It had a large rusted blade but a
short well-worn wooden handle.

He pulled himself up to the hayloft and
stared at the Jackthief.

“Are you sure you want to use that?” he
said.

“I’m going to get you out of my head
forever.”

“If you do that, then Elise dies.”

“You just told me Elise doesn’t exist.”

“That was a lie. See for yourself.” The
Jackthief nodded to his right and Steven saw Elise.

She stood at the end of a board, dangling
out over the rest of the barn, a noose around her neck. The
Jackthief stood at the far end of the board. If he moved from the
board, Elise would drop. There was a moment when Steven thought it
might actually be Elise. Insanity kept him second guessing himself.
He had just seen this thing in front of him transform from Elise
into its current state so he thought it was just as plausible Elise
had been here the entire time and he hadn’t noticed or the
Jackthief had somehow conjured Elise to be here at this exact
moment. Steven wondered how long it had been since he had had a
thought that wasn’t crazy.

“No,” he said. “That’s not really her. If
that’s really her . . . If you have somehow managed
to bring her here then you can kill me without any problem at all.
So if she dies and I die trying to save her, I think I’ll be better
off than walking away from you.”

“Well,” the Jackthief said. “Then I should
probably just kill her now.” And he stepped from the board, Elise
dropping into murk.

Steven took this moment of hesitation to
lurch forward, swinging the sickle in a large roundhouse, aiming at
the Jackthief’s neck. The Jackthief reached out a thin arm and
grabbed the sickle, pulling Steven close to him so he could smell
the scent of burning wax and dead leaves. The Jackthief reached a
hand around the back of his neck and shoved him over to the edge of
the loft so he was looking down at Elise.

“I don’t think I did it right,” the
Jackthief said. “She’s not quite dead yet but
soon . . . soon.”

Steven bucked against him but the Jackthief
picked him up and slammed him down on the wooden floor, standing
over top of him with the sickle. Steven heard Elise’s choked
breaths from below and looked up into the crazy no-eyes of the
Jackthief as he brought the sickle down into his chest. Steven
heard the sick wet pop of the blade penetrating his breastbone and
found it difficult to breathe.

“You wanted me here,” the Jackthief said as
he swung the sickle again, point down. “Just remember that. You
wanted this. Of all the people I’ve done this to, no one has wanted
it as much as you.”

Steven tried to sit up but the sickle came
down again, taking him through the heart. There was a fresh
explosion of pain and everything went black.

 



 


PART

THREE


 


Twenty-two

Secrets

 


On the day of Steven’s suicide, Elise walked
out the back door of her house, down the sloping backyard until she
reached the woods. At the edge of the woods, she had constructed a
sort of hut out of old branches she had twined together. It was a
low structure, built with its back to the house. She liked to come
out here when her father and stepmother were fighting. She called
this hut the Obscura.

Today’s argument had been over something as
stupid as most of the other arguments. Her stepmother, Rachel, had
returned home from her job at Gethsemane Merchants’ Bank and began
picking at her father. Her father had invested in a local store
that looked like it was going to go belly-up in a couple of months.
This was a side project for her father and she guessed he made
maybe one bad investment out of ten. Most of their arguments were
about money. Given their professions, Elise thought that was
probably only natural. Her father was the president of CashSmart,
one of those check cashing places that loaned money to people who
shouldn’t have money loaned to them.

Elise thought they were both predators.
That’s what she imagined them as, giant birds of prey, stalking
around the kitchen and arguing over the one truly unimportant thing
in life.

But she didn’t have to hear it anymore. Now
there was the tranquil silence of the Obscura.

Her family moved a lot. At least once every
couple of years and, everywhere they moved, Elise had an Obscura. A
little hiding place that wasn’t really so secret but she thought
maybe the things that happened inside them were. The last one had
been a shed made from particle board her father used for lawn
equipment and Rachel used for gardening tools. She hadn’t liked
that one so much. It was always hot and smelled like gasoline and
oil. Before that, during her family’s brief stay in the country, a
barn had served as the Obscura. That was in Indiana. One of the
more memorable ones had been when they lived in California. Elise
had claimed a kind of cove on the beach as her Obscura.

It didn’t really matter what the structure
was, the interior was always the same. Calm, relaxing, like a
dream. Nevertheless, she found she was using the Obscura with
lesser frequency than she used to. But maybe that was because of
the strange idea she had. Maybe that was part of the secret.

It wasn’t until moving to Gethsemane that
Elise noticed a direct correlation between the Obscura and the
deaths. More specifically, the suicides.

After the first one, she started paying
attention.

Suicide Number One had been a boy named Alan
Stanton. He had committed suicide by hanging himself on the same
day she was in the Obscura. At first she didn’t really think
anything of it. Then she read about it in the local paper and found
his death had also occurred at roughly the same time she had been
in the Obscura.

There was also one other important detail
she couldn’t seem to overlook.

Alan Stanton had smelled bad. He had smelled
very very bad. If Get High had a smelly kid, all fingers or maybe,
all noses, would point to Alan Stanton. It seemed as though
he had a double dilemma of not using underarm deodorant and not
washing his ass.

When she had come out of her dream state in
the Obscura, she had noticed this smell. She had not immediately
placed it as Alan’s unique brand of stink. She just knew it was
awful and all permeating and she had to leave because of it. But
there was something familiar about it. She thought about that
pungent stench for days but didn’t make the connection even after
hearing about Alan’s death at school.

It didn’t strike her until Carrie brought it
up. She had been at Carrie’s house and Carrie was talking about how
completely crazy it was someone they knew actually killed
themselves and she had said something about bad hygiene being a
sign of suicidal tendencies. Elise had laughed, thinking bad
hygiene was probably more the result of laziness than any sort of
deep seeded psychosis and it hit her and her laughter died
away.

Yes, Alan had indeed smelled.

And, on the day of his death, the Obscura
had also smelled.

When she had gone back home, rushing into
the Obscura, not to hide this time but to smell, she breathed in
and there was still just the faintest hint of that stench and she
was able to place it perfectly. She shared a gym class with the
unfortunate Alan Stanton and there really was no worse time for a
person with body odor than gym class. But that was where she had
smelled the scent before.

And then she began wondering if she had
somehow killed Alan Stanton.

In fact, if that were the case, she wondered
how many people she had killed over the past several years. She had
been hiding in some Obscura or other for as long as she could
remember. And, when she was a kid, she used to do it all the time.
She used to do it just to get attention. She would go out there and
hide and, eventually, her father or her mother and, later, Rachel,
would come out to look for her. But she didn’t know of any way she
could put the two together. She had never attached her visits to
the Obscura with death before and she couldn’t remember any of the
exact dates of when she had gone into the Obscura. She was either
too young and unobservant to notice, or it had never really
happened before.

So, she decided she would have to wait and
see.

The Obscura was hard to resist. It was a
convenient place to go when Dad and Rachel were fighting. It was
much better than her room. She couldn’t hear them in the Obscura.
But it also seemed to cast some kind of spell over her. When she
was younger, it seemed like her imaginary friends always seemed a
little more real in the Obscura. As she grew up, the
sensations were more abstract but just as magical. They became more
feeling than vision. It was like a drug. She didn’t think any drug
could make her feel the way the Obscura made her feel. Even those
kisses she had shared with Steven, while they may have come close,
could not match the pleasure she felt when in the Obscura.

She didn’t think it was a sexual pleasure.
She had never fantasized about having sex when she was in there.
Truthfully, she didn’t really fantasize about having sex at all.
She still saw that as something very far off. She thought maybe it
was more spiritual. She had heard of people being overcome by the
Holy Spirit and thought it had to feel something like this. She
could see how being in the Obscura made her feel like someone
looking upon a beautiful heaven. Just a feeling everything was
right and it was going to go on being right and like she was
surrounded by some kind of awesome grandeur that could never, in a
million years, be matched. That was what being in the Obscura felt
like. It didn’t feel like that all the time. Sometimes she really
did just use it as a place to go to get away from the fighting.
Sometimes she took her homework into it so she could do it without
distraction.

But if she lay down on the soft dead leaf
covered grass, she would lose herself to it. And she now thought
that was probably a dangerous thing. She was nearly certain,
whenever she lost herself to the Obscura, someone died. It wasn’t
just her being in the Obscura, she did that virtually every day.
No. She had to be overcome by it.

It took until Jeremy Liven killed himself
for her to realize this but, by that time, it was undeniable. This
was the realization she had just made the first time she saw
Steven, walking along in the dark night. And that was when she
determined she was never going to lose herself to the Obscura
again. That was, in retrospect, why she had been out walking in the
first place. With the Obscura closed off, there wasn’t any place
else to go.

But she had lost herself in it one other
time. The night of Mary’s suicide.

Rachel had been in another one of her moods,
only this time she had been attacking her father behind his back,
when he wasn’t even there to defend himself. Rachel had one of her
friends over. A heavily perfumed older lady who worked at the bank
and had the odd name of Mrs. Legg. Rachel was telling Mrs. Legg
about what a jackass her husband was. Elise had been passing by the
kitchen when she heard this. She stopped her walking and turned
toward Rachel and mouthed the word “Bitch,” hoping Rachel had seen
her. She continued walking to her room, thinking maybe Rachel
hadn’t seen her or maybe, if she had, was playing the part
of cultured housefrau and didn’t want to start an altercation with
Mrs. Legg in the house.

Only a few seconds later, as soon as Elise
had sat down on the bed in her room, Rachel opened the door and
came in. She lorded over Elise with her hands on her hips.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Rachel
asked.

“Right now I’m just sittin on my bed,” Elise
said in the dumb teenager voice that drove Rachel mad.

“No. I meant down there.”

“Oh. Down there? Down there I was calling
you a bitch. Well, not really calling you a bitch. I just mouthed
it ’cause I didn’t want Mrs. Toe—was that her name—to hear it. I
thought it might make her think less of . . .” But
Elise couldn’t finish before her head rocked back after Rachel’s
slap.

“Get out of this house until your father
comes home. I don’t want to see you. And don’t go near Mrs.
Legg on your way out.”

Elise didn’t argue. She simply stood up,
went down the steps and through the back door, walking to the
Obscura without really thinking about it. She had been told to
leave and that was the most logical place to go.

And then Mary’s death had happened and that
hurt her a lot because she was friends with a lot of Mary’s friends
but there was the whole meeting Steven thing to take the edge off
the pain. It was that night, coming to in the Obscura with the
scent of the vanilla body lotion Mary wore still fragrant in her
nostrils, she had met Steven. Not just saw him but talked to him.
She had met him in the dark and he had talked to her, telling her
all the right things, making her feel like less of a murderer.

That was why she was surprised when Bradley
Shank excused his brains all over the auditorium floor. She was
surprised because that had probably been the only authentic suicide
of the whole lot. Even though that was the one that had made “The
Suicide Virus” front page on nearly every nationwide newspaper, it
was the one completely unrelated to all the others. She had not
been in the Obscura at the time of his death, but sitting in the
audience. And when she got home and dashed to the Obscura, knowing
she wasn’t going to lose herself to it but just wanting to see if
she could smell Bradley’s fabric-softener and hair gel scent, she
had smelled nothing.

The next day, the day of Steven’s death, she
had decided she was going to take down the Obscura. It was a
pleasant summer day and she didn’t really have anything better to
do. She was somehow responsible for the suicides. She wondered
about the mechanics of it. She didn’t really know how it worked. It
all seemed so crazy. She wasn’t the one killing them. She knew
that. There hadn’t been any evidence any of the suicides were
murder or there had even been another person present. Still, there
were all those odd feelings she had. She wasn’t about to go to the
police with a confession or anything, but she knew. And that
was all that mattered to her. If another suicide happened then she
thought she would probably end up taking her own life out of
guilt.

She had woken up that morning, certain she
was going to tear it down.

That was when everything went wrong.

 


 


It amazed her exactly how like an addiction
the Obscura had become. That unfortunate day, she walked toward it,
belying the promise she had made herself just that morning.

The parents fought and she ran to the
Obscura and it soothed her jangled nerves. That was how it had been
for however long she could remember. That was what had happened.
She had been sitting in the living room, listening to Rachel and
Dad’s voices escalating, until Rachel started throwing and slamming
things. Her father had left, jumped into his BMW and sped off
somewhere. Anywhere but here, Elise thought, almost sympathizing
with him. Following his lead, she left the house without even
realizing what she was doing.

Then, reaching the Obscura, she held up,
remembering her oath, resigning herself to the fact that she was
just going to have to go into her room and throw a pillow over her
ears so she didn’t have to hear the raised voices of her father and
Rachel if her father decided to come back.

Once at the back door of the house, she
realized this was not going to be possible. The doors had been
locked. She didn’t have to think too hard to know it was Rachel’s
doing. For all she knew, the fight had been staged simply to drive
her from the house. It wasn’t hard for her to figure out Rachel
hated her. And it probably wouldn’t have surprised Rachel to learn
the feeling was completely mutual.

The Obscura’s pervading calm was loud in her
head. It occurred to Elise that it wanted her inside it. It wanted
to fill her up with whatever strange magic it possessed. But she
didn’t want that. She couldn’t live with the guilt it would bring.
She now realized the Obscura’s therapy came with a cost she was no
longer willing to pay. If no more people killing themselves meant
she had to face reality head on, then she was willing to do that.
As much as she wanted to be inside it, she just didn’t think it was
right.

The only thing she could do to get away from
it was just that—get away. She started walking, leaving her house
behind and walking around the neighborhood. She walked up into
Green Heights, deliberately avoiding Steven’s street. Had she been
there a few hours earlier, she would have seen him dive into his
truck and head out to the field. The field was on her mind too. It
was the only thing really different she had seen in the last few
months. Well, different in a good way anyway. Seeing the
valedictorian blow his brains out on the podium had been different
but not exactly the kind she was looking for. But the field was too
far to walk. She wasn’t feeling that ambitious. Walking was easy,
even entertaining, when Steven had been beside her but, without
him, it just seemed like exercise.

Away from her house for nearly an hour, she
decided to double back. Besides, it looked and felt like it was
going to rain. She didn’t want to be stuck out in the middle of the
street during a thunderstorm or, given the time of year, maybe even
a tornado. She didn’t have any friends who lived close by. Nowhere
to duck and hide if things got bad.

Surely things had cooled off at home by now,
she thought. At least they would have unlocked the doors, not
wanting her to get stuck out in the impending weather.

But when she got back to the house, the
doors were still locked and, judging by the absence of cars in the
driveway, it looked like Rachel had now left as well.

Great, she thought.

She felt like one of them had to have hidden
a key somewhere outside but, if either one of them had, they
neglected to tell her of its whereabouts. She looked in all of the
obvious spots—under mats, beneath rocks, on top of the door
frame—and came up empty-handed.

Behind the house, out by the woods, the
Obscura beckoned her. It wanted her to come to it and, as the rain
began, the winds picking up, causing the droplets to sting as they
struck her skin, Elise didn’t see anywhere else she could really
turn. She didn’t want to be in the Obscura but maybe she had to
be.

Besides, the Obscura wanted her. Maybe it
was the only thing that did want her. Lowering her head and
crossing through the backyard, Elise gave in to the Obscura’s
strange song.

She walked around to the far side, where the
opening was, ducked down, and went inside, smelling the leaves and
the moist earth. It didn’t keep out all the rain but it kept out
the worst of it. And if things worked the way they sometimes did in
the Obscura, she would be oblivious to the rain anyway.

 



 


Twenty-three

In the Obscura

 


The Obscura changed things. It erased
feelings like guilt and fear. One moment, upon sitting down atop
its soft bed of soil, she had the disturbing, undeniable thought
someone was going to die. The next moment, she was caught up in the
Obscura’s spell. Death became the furthest thing from her mind.

The beating of the rain became the waves and
she thought of that most magical of Obscuras, the one beside the
Pacific Ocean. She felt that sultry sea breeze against her skin,
brushing the hair back from her forehead. She tasted the salt on
her tongue and slowly, slowly shut her eyes, wanting everything the
Obscura had to offer.

Then, as she had felt five other times this
year, she felt it enter her. Suddenly, she knew what the Obscura
was. A map of its bizarre geography was provided to her. It was
more than just a structure. It was something like a shrine, there
to summon a higher power. She had no idea what this higher power
was. Who this higher power was. Once outside the Obscura, it
was easy to think of the power as malevolent, evil. But inside the
Obscura, caught under its seductive spell, it was hard to think
anything that felt like this could be anything but good.

She was not the murderer. She was not the
cause of those suicides. It was this thing that entered her when
she lost herself to the Obscura. She was its way out. She was how
it got into the world. How it got to the unfortunate souls. How it
ate at their minds. All it needed was a mind to enter. A mind that
was blank, calm. Once in that mind, it could become anything. But
it chose to become fear. It was fear that had murdered the
suicides.

This burst of clarity came at her in
snapping waves and was just as quickly gone, overpowered by the
Obscura or maybe just the thing driving the Obscura.

It wrapped itself around her, like a cool
mist, complementing the balmy air. It rubbed against her skin,
working it into gooseflesh, raising the follicles before working
its way into her pores. It moved slowly. There was no sense of time
in the Obscura. “Slow” was relative. It may have been seconds or
hours before it fully entered her. She didn’t know and, at that
point, once it was fully entrenched in her body, mingling with all
her cells and spirit, she was oblivious to it. She was gone into a
completely thoughtless state as close to death, as close to
nonexistence, as she could ever get.

She didn’t know how long she stayed like
that. For all practical purposes, that state didn’t even exist to
her. It was, somehow, without being.

When she woke up the waves of the Obscura
regressed, replaced with crashing black waves of regret.

It had happened again.

She knew enough now to know someone else had
died. And she knew exactly who it was. She wouldn’t have to see it
on the news or read about it in the papers to put everything
together.

It was Steven.

The Obscura, its seductive god now parted,
was redolent with his scent. It was a scent, more than any of the
others, she knew very well. It was a fresh soap smell, covered just
so slightly with boy sweat and maybe just a hint of cigarette smoke
but not enough for it to be offensive. She thought she could even
smell his saliva and maybe somewhere, very faint, the smell of his
come.

She thought about the night he had made her
hand all sticky. The last night she had seen him. The night she had
told him, in so many words, she didn’t want to see him again. And
now she feared she really might never get the chance to see him
again.

Still dwelling on that night, she thought
about the field and the barn. That night had seemed so magical up
to a point.

Then she had a crazy thought. What if she
could save him? What if he had attempted to kill himself, maybe by
taking pills or something and was somewhere dying right now? What
if he was at the barn? She had a strong feeling this was where he
was. Or if not the barn, then at least that field. But of course he
would be in the barn, she told herself. He would have ducked in
there to get out of the rain, just like she had ducked into the
Obscura. If he was there at all.

The only thing she could do was try. If she
could only manage to undo one of these things . . .
Please, God, she thought. Let me help Steven and the
Obscura is gone. I’ll never go in it again. No matter how bad
things get.

She stood up, her knees rain stiff, and
without thinking any further, took off running toward the field at
the outskirts of Gethsemane.

The storm had let up. It even looked like
the sun was trying to peek through. At least she didn’t have that
to contend with.

She did not jog. She ran as hard as she
possibly could and told herself she was not going to stop until she
reached the field. She guessed it was probably five miles away but
tried not to think about it. She tried to make herself go blank, as
blank as she was able to go in the Obscura.

She ran, blanking away the pain and the fear
and the panic.

Nearly a half hour later, she reached the
field, her lungs screaming, her legs rubber. She didn’t see any
sign of Steven.

Part of her wanted to believe he wouldn’t be
there. Part of her wanted to believe he was back at home, perfectly
okay. The whole thing with the Obscura was silly, right? It was
just teenage paranoia or a guilt complex or something, right? It
was ridiculous to think she could channel something that could
cause these innocent kids to kill themselves, wasn’t it?

No. He was here. She knew he was here. And
somewhere deep inside she knew he was already dead.

On the gentle slope leading up to the barn,
her legs almost gave out. She had every right to be tired. It was
probably only an hour ago that thing had used her empty mind to
conduct its business. Using her like a puppet.

She pushed open the creaking barn door.

She felt a moment of relief when she didn’t
see Steven sprawled out on the floor, an empty bottle of
prescription medication rolling out of his dead hand.

Then she saw the barn had a hay loft, a
second floor, and what remaining energy she had in her body seemed
to leave her all at once. She visibly sagged, not wanting to see if
anything awaited her at the top of that ancient wooden ladder.
Again, that deep down thought that something did await her. That
thought sickened her.

She climbed the ladder as quickly as she
could but it was still quite slowly.

She reached the top of the ladder and looked
left.

Her heart threatened to jump out of her
chest and her body was immediately wracked by heavy sobs.

Steven lay on the floor of the loft. His
entire body was covered in blood. His lifeless eyes stared up at
the rafters that could just as easily have been heaven or nowhere.
The sickle protruded from his heart, the final in what appeared to
be a series of blows.

“Oh God,” she mumbled, fighting the urge to
go over and lay her hands on his chest. If she did that, if she
touched him, then somehow it could all be traced back to her. While
part of her felt responsible for this, another part of her knew it
was the action of another. She didn’t want to be blamed for it. To
be blamed for this one would probably mean she would be blamed for
all the ones that came before it, as well.

She wished she had a cell phone so she could
call someone, the police, so they could come down and take away
Steven’s body. So he didn’t have to spend another minute in this
cruel state, mostly alone in a depressing old barn with the
implement of his destruction jabbing from his chest.

She heard a movement from the shadows.

She backed up until she remembered she was
on the second floor and there weren’t any kind of guardrails to
keep her aloft.

Sidestepping her way over to the ladder, she
kept her eyes on the shadows in the area just beyond Steven.

A man emerged from the dark.

A man? Elaine thought. No. This was just as
much a monster as a man.

He was only a man in form. He had the cruel
physical makeup to be considered human but, the longer she looked
at him, the more she realized it was an impossibility, like clay or
wax hastily smeared over something more alien, more sinister.

He was tall and thin and stooped. His
fingers were long and the nails were pointed and sharp only they
didn’t seem like nails so much as part of his actual hands. His
black hair hung in a greasy flank down past his shoulders. And his
face was the most striking, the most inhuman, part of
him.

It was long and pointed and moon yellow.
There were no lips on the face, only a maw that, were it opened,
would undoubtedly reveal countless fanged teeth. And where the eyes
should have been were only dark sockets, descending into some kind
of infinity.

“Who are you?” Elise said, desperately
wanting to be away from this thing that smelled like Halloween,
burning wax and dead leaves.

“I have many names.” The thing pointed down
at Steven. “He called me the Jackthief. You know me as the god that
haunts the Obscura.”

“Then how are you here?” Elise moved down
the ladder, talking as she went, hoping this stream of dialogue
would keep the whatever-it-was distracted long enough for her to
make a getaway. Although she knew if she tried to run, she wouldn’t
get very far. It was only a matter of time before her exhausted
muscles locked up completely. “How are you here when I am not
there? I have to be in the Obscura for you to exist.”

“What was once true is not true anymore. I
needed you to help build my strength. I needed your little empty
head to escape, to get out and breathe the sorrow. Now I’m strong
enough to do it on my own. And so we meet in the flesh.”

Elise hopped off the last rung of the
ladder, looking up at the Jackthief . . . Was that
what he had called himself?

“Has it always been you? How long have you
been using me?”

“Only since you moved to Gethsemane. Imagine
how happy I was to find a vessel like you. And all those years you
thought the Obscura was made just for you. When you came here, I
felt the same thing. Like it was made just for me. Like your empty
little head was made just for me.”

“So you’re here now. You’re real. What do
you need me for? Are you going to let me go?”

The thing would have laughed if it was
capable of such a sound.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. You know far
too much. Besides, there is much left to our little story and I
think I might need you some more. You’re far more useful than you
realize.”

Then Elise tried to run but her legs locked
and she went tumbling across the floor. The Jackthief was upon her
with his cold sharp hands.

“No. I most certainly cannot leave you alone
so I’ll take you with me.”

And Elise felt him pressing down on her,
felt the same feeling she felt when she was in the Obscura, all her
pores invaded as the Jackthief absorbed her into his twisted
body . . . or maybe he put himself into her. The
only difference was, this time, it was as much pain as pleasure.
Now, it no longer mattered.

She had gone out.

 



 


Twenty-four

Connor Crashes

 


Connor had planned on leaving work early that
afternoon but once he was ready to go, a nasty looking storm blew
in and he decided to stay at the store and wait it out. The
windshield wipers on the car were shit. Today, work hadn’t had the
therapeutic effect it normally did. He had hoped it would take his
mind off Steven but that didn’t work. He thought about the boy at
nearly every moment and knew he should probably be home, waiting
for him to come back so they could have another talk, rather than
here at work.

Steven worried him. He had never left for
the entire night before. Connor tried to soothe his mind.
Gethsemane was a safe town and he seriously doubted any kind of
harm could come to Steven. Maybe he had decided to make up with his
girlfriend and they had spent the night out somewhere. That
wouldn’t have bothered him—Steven was, after all, nearly an
adult—but he wished he would have at least called so he didn’t have
to sit at home and worry.

He took a cup of coffee to the back of the
store and worked on some markdowns that desperately needed tending
to. Sometimes he thought working in a high volume used bookstore
was something like being a postal worker. It never stopped. He
would leave for an evening and, by the time he came back the next
morning, the books would be stacked on the counter, waiting for him
or his assistant to price them. Most of them were garbage. He
hadn’t realized that before getting into this business. He thought
he would find all those really obscure books he had always heard
about but (before the advent of the Internet anyway) were nearly
impossible to find. Instead, it was just more and more of the
standard fare, paperbacks with gaudy covers containing the same
stories that had been told over and over. But there was still
enough of what he liked for him to slake his thirst. It was a great
job, he had often thought. How many other jobs would allow him to
have books virtually shoved under his nose? Not many.

So he decided he would stay there until the
storm passed but once he got started on the stack of books, he knew
he wouldn’t be able to stop until they were finished. For what he
lacked in anal retentiveness at home, he more than made up for here
at the store. By the time he finished, he was shocked to find it
was nearly nine.

Shit, he thought.

His brain was immediately aflame with
thoughts of Steven. Maybe he should call before he set off back
home. At least if Steven answered the phone then that would be
another half hour he didn’t have to worry. But Steven didn’t answer
the phone. It rang its customary six times before the answering
machine picked up. He had never bothered personalizing the message
so it was that of an automated, strangely British female, asking
him to please leave a message.

“Steven, it’s your dad, pick up if you’re
there.”

Of course no one picked up. It wasn’t time
to panic yet. He figured Steven probably wouldn’t have picked up
even if he had been there.

Connor went up to the front counter to tell
his coworkers he was taking off. They were a couple of newer
people, younger guys, and he knew work would cease when he left.
Oh well, he thought, it wasn’t like this was their
career. The store didn’t really pay them enough to care
anyway.

Outside, the storm had made the air steamy.
He climbed into his car and wished it had air conditioning. He
settled for rolling down the windows and turning the radio to a
loud rock station that would hopefully take his mind off Steven
during the drive home.

But part of him thought he shouldn’t be
trying to take his mind off Steven. Maybe on Steven was exactly
where his mind should be. What if something was wrong with him?
While it wasn’t like him to stay out all night, Connor had to admit
Steven had been strange these past few weeks. He wouldn’t have been
entirely surprised to come home and find that Steven had moved out.
Things just hadn’t felt right between them.

Also, there were the suicides.

He didn’t want to think about that. Not only
did he not want to think about any kind of harm coming to Steven,
he thought it was an injustice to Steven to actually think him
capable of such a thing.

Unless he couldn’t help it.

Yes, he answered the voice in his
head. Unless he couldn’t help it. But how is it that someone
can’t help committing suicide? He found that thought ludicrous. No
one can be forced to commit suicide. It has to be something
the person wants. And he definitely didn’t think Steven wanted
that. Then again . . . with the way he had been
acting.

Connor told himself to stop thinking
thoughts like that but he couldn’t. His mind just raced on and on
and he found himself thinking again of the great conversation, when
Steven had told him his mother’s ghost had said he would be dead
within two years and while he thought they were in the clear he
realized it had actually been slightly under two years since
Alison’s death and a small shiver ran down his spine.

No. Not that. Steven most definitely is not
dead. Maybe mad. Maybe hidden away somewhere. But he couldn’t be
dead. Just couldn’t. Because if Steven died then what, really, did
Connor have?

Not much. That was the answer. Not much at
all.

He pulled into the driveway and again felt
that shiver of fear, that weight of doom when he didn’t see
Steven’s truck parked out on the curb. He went to the house,
fumbling with the key, and finally managed to get the door open.
When he walked in, he went straight to the kitchen. The light on
the answering machine blinked a few times and he hoped one of them
was from Steven but figured it was probably just his own earlier
message along with a couple of telemarketing hangups.

When he pressed the button to play the
message and heard that he was supposed to call the Gethsemane
Police Department, his first thought was that Steven had maybe
gotten into some sort of trouble. Maybe he had gone on some sort of
bender and took off driving. Maybe he had an accident.

After calling the police station, Connor’s
world changed forever. The idea of a DUI or drunk and disorderly
had never seemed so tame in his life. He had a brief conversation
with an Officer Bando. Most of the conversation had slipped his
mind by the time he turned off the phone and put it in the cradle.
Only a few things stuck with him.

He had to go to the police station.

Identify Steven’s body.

Steven was dead.

Stab wounds.

Ten of them.

Self-inflicted.

Suicide.

Steven dead.

Suicide.

How could that be?

How could that be?

Why didn’t he realize things were coming to
this?

He didn’t go to the police station right
away. He didn’t think he could even focus enough to drive. His
insides felt like they were sizzling, threatening to jump through
his skin. He picked up the phone, the bearer of such awful news,
and threw it as hard as he could into the living room. It hit the
wooden front door and cracked apart. He thought that felt good. He
opened cabinets forcefully, pulling out the ceramic plates and
dropping them on the floor, throwing them against walls, listening
to the satisfying pop and shatter, reveling when they loosed a
chunk of drywall. The commotion was so much better than sitting
there in silence.

Once the kitchen was demolished, he moved
into the living room. He started with the bookshelves, pulling at
first random volumes off and then raking away whole shelves, the
books falling onto the floor where he kicked at them, hoping for a
torn cover, busted spine or ripped page. Once the shelves were all
cleared, he yanked one of the cases itself from the wall and beat
the TV to hell with it. He cried the entire time he did this. He
felt irrational yet knew what he was doing. He did it because it
was the only thing he could do. To destroy everything in the
house was to destroy everything that came before Steven’s
death.

Steven’s death. Those words were like
vomit in his mouth. They shouldn’t exist. They were things dreamt
up by a cruel sadistic god.

He went into Steven’s room and ripped down
the parachute, a cloud of dust coming down with it. He pulled down
all the posters of brooding rock stars and morbid artwork. He piled
it all in the middle of the room and, when he realized he was
seriously considering touching a match to the mess, he realized he
had gone as far as he could go. He backed up until a wall stopped
him. He slid down the wall, the tears flowing, his whole body
shaking and, putting his head between his knees, he sat there for a
very long time, smelling Steven around him. He wanted to take some
kind of snapshot of that smell because, he realized, it would only
get fainter and fainter over time before fading away
completely.

 


 


He drove slowly to the police station. It
wasn’t until he was in his car, pulling out of the driveway, that
he realized he didn’t even know exactly where the police station
was. He had never had a reason to go there in the past. But he
thought he knew about where it had to be. Probably near the
municipal building downtown. He had to go there a few years back to
straighten out a tax situation. Hell, the police station was
probably in the municipal building.

The drive downtown seemed to prepare him for
the night of horror awaiting him.

There seemed to be more people outside than
usual, especially this late.

He didn’t think any of them looked right. He
thought about the deer he and Steven had seen. Jesus, that was just
yesterday. It already seemed like a year ago. He thought about what
Ken had said. About this town being poisoned. Connor had treated
him like he was crazy.

Poisoned? Not my town, he had
thought.

But now he saw that Ken was right.

The people who milled about the sidewalks
were thin, pallid. They looked dead. Ken had seen the dead. Hadn’t
he told Connor that? An eternity ago on a semidrunken morning of
hooky while sitting on the park bench and staring at the water
tower. Yes, Ken said he had seen the dead and he had said he had
seen them go into the water tower.

And if the people who roamed the sidewalks
were not dead, then they were at least very sick.

Poisoned.

There didn’t seem to be much life left in
them and when Connor would check the rearview mirror, many of them
were not there. By the time he reached the police station, he had
convinced himself he had hallucinated the whole thing. There were
not any dead people out skulking the streets of Gethsemane. He had
created those dead people in his head and he had created them with
the hopes he would see Steven amongst them. Hoping he would see
Steven so he could stop the car and tell him to get in. Tell him he
was going to take him back home and yes, true, the house was a
little broken right now, but they would be able to put it back
together and make everything okay . . . just like
they had once before.

But he didn’t see Steven. Probably hadn’t
seen anyone at all.

Then he was in the police station. At least
his body was in the police station. His mind was in some far away
land of mourning where every other sensation was dulled. Dulled by
some form of black heaviness. That was grief, he thought. It was
like a thick blanket that, while keeping many of the joys of life
away from you, also staved off a lot of the world’s prickling
jabs.

He answered the questions that Officer
Bando-call-me-Chuck-please robotically asked. He followed Bando to
his cruiser and rode up front with him to the county morgue in
Alton.

There, Connor stared down at Steven’s body,
covered to the neck with a plastic sheet. He wanted Bando to go
away but he didn’t. He just stood there, staring at Connor staring
at Steven, doing his job, hoping Connor wouldn’t take too long.
Connor lowered his head toward Steven. He was not going to let him
go into the ground, he was not going to let him leave the physical
realm, without a hug and a kiss, signs of affection he hardly ever
showed him in life. Death changed people, he guessed.

He was thankful Bando did not have anything
to offer in the way of conversation. He didn’t know what he would
say to him. He would probably have told him to shut the fuck
up.

He didn’t know how long he held Steven,
smelling the last bit of life clinging to him, a little bit of the
thunderstorm’s freshly electric scent caught up in his hair. He
would have stayed there forever if it would have been possible,
bent over the dead body on the slab and crying, holding the last
thing he had left in the world. Eventually, he straightened
himself, pulling the sheet back up over Steven’s head and telling
Bando that he was ready. He asked if Bando could take him directly
home, telling him he was too tired to drive. He wanted to ask Bando
if he had seen the dead people. If he had seen the dead people
doing their slow dance beneath the stars that were always dying,
always winding down. He wanted to ask Bando what he had to
go home to. But he didn’t ask the cop any of these things. Only if
he would drive him home, which Bando agreed to do.

On the way, Connor stared down at the
floorboard of the car. If there were dead people out there
wandering around, he didn’t want to see them. He didn’t want to
know they were there. Connor had his fill of death. Now he just
wanted to be alone.

He walked into the demolished house and
collapsed into his bed.

He didn’t sleep but he wasn’t necessarily
awake. He lay there with his eyes open, a slow drain of tears
running down his cheeks, and when the sun came up, he got out of
bed, using the phone in the bedroom to call Bookhaven and tell them
he would not be coming back for a long time. Then he smashed the
phone on the headboard, cutting his knuckles as the tough plastic
split apart.

 


 


The days following took place in a gray
dream. There was Steven’s funeral and faces, mostly family, he had
not seen in a very long time. There was a lot of grief. Sometimes
there were dead people outside the window, staring in at him, but
even those grew faint with the passing of each day. The gray was
made even grayer by the absence of the sun. It had not shone since
the day after Steven’s death and this seemed to mute anything
Connor felt even further.

He gave up sleeping in his bed entirely. He
had wrecked that room as well, eventually.

One day, when he decided to further wreck
Steven’s room, he came upon the notebook. He didn’t open it right
away. He carried it with him as he paced listlessly through the
trashed house. He carried it tucked into the back of his pants. He
got tired of looking at the inside of the house so he decided to go
up into the attic to peruse the notebook. There was a window in the
attic, below the eave of the house, and he could see the park from
it. He had never really known this view existed. There was the park
and at the end of the park was the water tower, lording over all
those laughing kids during the day and blinking its red wink at
night.

He had lost all sense of time. Sleep and
food deprivation had lifted him from his body completely.
Eventually, he opened the notebook and started putting things
together.

 



 


Twenty-five

Elise in the Dark

 


She didn’t like the smell.

She didn’t like the sounds.

She didn’t like the feeling of the things
brushing up against her. She didn’t know what they were. She didn’t
think it was whoever or whatever had brought her here trying to cop
a feel. No. She knew it was something different. Whatever she had
felt closing in on her over the past several months had finally
caught up with her. It had sucked her down into its mystery and
this place, wherever it was, was the heart of that mystery.

When she first regained consciousness, she
thought she would just open her eyes and be back in her room or,
more likely, the Obscura . . . just like always.
Then she remembered she had already awakened in the Obscura and
went to that field to try and find Steven and then it all came back
to her.

She was a prisoner now.

Her arms were bound together and suspended
from some distance above her head. She stood on a platform or some
kind of stool or something. She had tested the grounding with her
foot. If she moved too much either way, she was going to be left
completely suspended by her arms. That seemed even more
uncomfortable than her current position.

A voice came out of the dark.

“You’re awake.”

She didn’t speak. She didn’t want to speak
to whoever was speaking to her. Just coming upon him at the barn,
that single sight of him, had explained so much. He was the one who
had poisoned the Obscura. He had been using her. He was the reason
so many kids had died. And maybe she was partly to blame for that
too. And that thought sickened her.

“You can’t hide from me. I can see your eyes
are open. I bet you’d like to see, wouldn’t you?”

As he asked that, she became aware of a
steady dripping sound and thought she heard something small and
slimy scurry close by. She wasn’t so sure she wanted to see at
all.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“That’s a difficult question.”

“I want to get out of here. That’s what
I want.”

“I wasn’t asking you what you wanted.”

He was closer to her now. She could sense
him. “Besides,” he said, “are you really sure you want out? What
waits for you at home? Do you want to go back to that? This is the
place of dreams. This is the place of your dreams.”

“That’s bullshit. And yes, I want to go
home.”

“But look who’s here with you.”

She tried to focus her eyes, thinking she
could see some kind of bluish illumination in front of her. She
squinted, trying to make out a shape in the light. Eventually, she
was able to see what the blue light enveloped.

It was Steven.

Maybe not dead but not fully alive either.
He was shackled to the wall, his feet up off the ground, his head
lolling down, his chin resting on his chest.

The thing that had taken her had moved
beside Steven. Looking at him, Elise thought he had changed. He no
longer looked the way he had looked in the barn.

“Just think of what you could do in your
dreams. And if this isn’t your dream, then how come I look
so familiar?”

She squinted even harder to better see him.
No, he certainly wasn’t the horror show villain she had seen in the
barn now. He was like a hybrid of her stepmother and her father. It
made Elise think of that one late night talk show where they had
taken the faces of two people and generated a hideous picture of
the combined images, taking the most negative features from
both.

“If this were my dream,” she said, “you
wouldn’t be here.”

“Well,” the hybrid walked slowly toward her,
out of Steven’s light, and Elise could see the creature generated
light of its own. It reminded her of candlelight. “There is room
for change in your dream. You can get rid of me. Just like you can
bring that dead boy back to life. All you have to do is
listen.”

She didn’t want to listen to anything this
thing had to tell her but, suspended there, she didn’t see she
really had much of a choice. She could either remain captive and
stay there or she could listen to the thing. Maybe if she pretended
to be interested, decreasing her hostility, he would let her
go.

Or maybe he was going to kill her.

Maybe she was going to die just like Steven
before her.

“Are you ready to listen?” he said.

“Yes,” she said, not looking at it, looking
down at the floor at the strange things scuttling there.

“Okay,” the thing said. “First of all, let
me tell you why you’re really here.”

She realized a lot of things had taken their
toll on her over the past few hours. She couldn’t quite focus on
the thing as it strolled around the room. It swam in and out,
sometimes losing the form of the hybrid and going back to that
other thing, sometimes becoming something even more nebulous,
something without any definite shape or name. What had he called
that other image? The Jackthief.

“The most simple explanation is this: You
are here because you know my secrets. You don’t think you know, but
you do. It’s sitting there, in your subconscious, waiting to come
out. And if you ever discovered that . . . If you
ever discovered what I am about to tell you on your own, then I
don’t know how much longer I could continue. If you ever
shared that information . . .”

“Continue doing what?”

“That’s what I’m coming to. Your knowing my
secrets leaves me with one of two choices. I can either kill you.
And not kill you like I’ve killed these other people. I mean kill
you so you are merely a spirit, locked in a dead body, waiting for
the final death, the soul death. Or . . . you could
become what I am.”

“But what are you?”

“I’m a harvester of sorrow. I am the Sorrow
King.”

“But why?”

“Because I need it to exist. I need it to
grow strong.”

“You need it to become human?”

“I need you to become human.”

“But why are you doing this?”

“The suicides?”

“Yes.”

“Think of the sorrow that comes from a
teenage suicide. Over the past several months, I have grown fat off
the sorrow of their deaths.”

As if to prove his point, he walked to
another place along the wall. Again, there was that faint bluish
light and this time Mary Lovell was illuminated. The Sorrow King,
very dim against the light, moved closer to her. He held her head
in his hands and leaned in, pressing his lips against hers and
sucking. Elise watched as some of Mary’s brightness faded and the
Sorrow King became a little more substantial.

“I could never become what you are. I
wouldn’t want to be what you are.”

“Then you will have to die.”

“No. I won’t have to die. You’re not human.
You’re not real. And you can’t hurt me. What is not real cannot
hurt me.”

“Strange. It’s hurt a lot of people over the
past year.”

“No. I’ve hurt those people. You’ve put
yourself in my body, in my head, and then you killed them. Without
me, you can’t kill anything.”

At this the Sorrow King threw back his head
and laughed. The echoes from the laughter reverberated around
her.

“That was true until this one. This last
one. That made me as strong as I needed to be. Spending so much
time in your body allowed me to re-create it. That’s what happened
to your little boyfriend. I fucked him. Only . . .
you fucked him. Before he killed himself. It’s interesting. How
people’s fears always end up killing them. He was afraid of you.
Maybe he was afraid of all girls. And then, after he fucked you, he
wasn’t so afraid of you . . . he was afraid of
something else. He didn’t know how real the Jackthief was. Change
the name and a few details and he had me. It made me feel naked.
Like I was dragged out of the dark. That was probably the reason
for all the brutality.”

“You’re sick.”

“We’re all sick. We’re all sick and we’re
all dying but, if you decided to become like me, then you wouldn’t
ever have to worry about dying again.”

“I won’t do it.”

“You’ll change your mind. Become like me and
you can take Steven’s sorrow away. You can drink it away. You can
make him like you.”

“You’re lying. Everything you say is a
lie.”

“Suit yourself. I’ll give you time to change
your mind. Just let me remind you. Before him, before you, I had
restrictions. Now those restrictions are gone. I can move on my
own. I don’t need you. I don’t need to find the right person who’s
going to bring me just the right amount of sorrow. I can take
anyone. And every day it takes you to decide, every day it takes
you to die, there is going to be destruction like you’ve never
seen. You’ve already killed so many, Elise, are you sure you want
to be responsible for that many more?”

“Fuck you.”

“You kids and your
vocabulary . . . Oh, and I’ve got something else to
help with your decision-making process.”

The Sorrow King reached down and picked up
one of the scurrying things from the floor. It looked like a giant
black cockroach only there was something a
little . . . drippier about it. He approached
Elise and put the thing on her foot. She screeched out. She didn’t
like bugs and crawly things and now this huge sick thing was on her
leg and there wasn’t any way to escape from it. The thing moved up
her leg, its head moving so it almost looked like it was sniffing
her. Then it slid some kind of stinger under her skin. She barked
out in pain.

“I don’t know how long it will take him to
drink all your blood but I guess we’ll find out. Remember, you can
end it all with the right words.”

And then the Sorrow King was gone, back into
the shadows, back wherever he had come from and it was completely
dark once again. Elise could hear the thing sucking her blood from
her body. Occasionally, she heard a dry rasping sound and imagined
it was rubbing its legs together, happy as it fed.

 



 


Twenty-six

The Clouds Over Gethsemane, Ohio

 


The life of a small
town . . .

The death of a small
town . . .

Gethsemane was a small rural town. As most
small towns went, it was a sleepy little burg. It woke up to the
sun. It went to bed to the moon. The fields had been planted and
now the farmers watched them grow. They could use a little more sun
or else they would be tending fields of mushrooms and fungi. Those
who had jobs other than agriculture worked outside the town,
driving to Alton or maybe even Cincinnati, leaving their houses
quiet and shuttered all day. School had let out and that added
another layer of sleepiness to the town. No longer were the morning
roads clogged with cars and buses taking these children to school.
And the teenagers who normally ran rampant about the town—fucking,
drinking, and vandalizing away the days—were afraid to leave their
houses.

The lack of school seemed to shatter some
unity they had during the previous suicides. While school was in
session, it didn’t matter who died, come Monday morning, the
students were surrounded by their peers, the survivors. They were
able to look at each other and say, “Yeah, we’re okay. That can’t
happen to us.” And some of them were able to believe that.

But Steven’s suicide was different. The
students weren’t able to communicate with one another. They could
still go to another’s house. They had telephones and cell phones
and the Internet. But it lacked that overall, full student body the
previous suicides had met with. So, in a way, the town remained a
sleepy small town but, in another way, it seemed frenzied. Like a
moribund creature who knows its days are numbered. Like the period
before the storm, not the proverbial calm before the storm, but
that period where the wind has picked up and grown cooler, sweeping
trash and leaves through the streets, the period where you know
something is going to happen and you are left to wonder on what
scale it will unfold.

Of all the crazy theories surrounding the
suicides, the one that seemed to stick was that it was some kind of
virus. This implied it could somehow be caught like the common
cold. Parents kept their kids indoors. Workaholic parents stopped
going to work so they could stay at home with their teenage
children who were far too old to need a babysitter. Conversations
between students were hesitant, each one thinking it was the other
that could give them the virus. There was strain. There were
breakdowns. Gethsemane was too small and puritan for the idea of
psychotherapy to really catch on but, that summer, record amounts
of teens were taken to counseling.

At first, news vans had patrolled the
streets, looking for people to interview. It was not unusual to
turn on the television at night and see the school officials
answering questions from famous interviewers. There were photos of
the dead. There was much speculation on what had caused this rash
of suicide. Pictures of the dead were dragged out. Their home lives
were questioned although the school officials feigned ignorance to
most of those questions and the family members refused to be
interviewed. Any family member had to feel a little guilty when one
of their own took his or her life. Eventually, once people stopped
leaving their houses, once the reporters’ prey had been exhausted,
the news vans disappeared. To the outside world, Gethsemane was
left as a curiosity. A year later, no one would even remember its
name save for a few sociologists.

How could it be stopped?

That was the question everyone really wanted
answered. No one had any answers other than a totalitarian
restriction of all freedom. But it wasn’t right to think all the
teenagers in Gethsemane should be put into padded rooms in
straitjackets. So they could only wait. Hold their breaths and wait
for the next one to occur.

They didn’t have to wait long.

The day after Steven killed himself, a
thirteen-year-old girl swallowed some sleeping pills. The next day,
a seventeen-year-old boy slashed his wrists. The day after that, a
fifteen-year-old boy drove his mother’s car into a tree.

Police patrolled the empty streets. They had
crisis counselors on call twenty-four hours a day, ready to
actually go to the person’s house and intervene. They didn’t take a
single serious call. But the suicides continued.

There was so much going on, so much to focus
on, so much to worry about, no one really noticed the clouds. The
sun had not peeked from behind the dark, heavy clouds since the day
of Steven’s death. No one noticed except the farmers. No one really
bothered to look up. If they had, they might have seen something
interesting.

The sorrow did not stop with the suicides.
It branched out. It blossomed. Suicide had become murder. Sorrow
and death had choked the town. The clouds were not the
Deathbreakers, as Steven Wrigley had once imagined, but the bearers
of death. The blanket of cloud that had sat over Gethsemane for
days reached out, reached down with malevolent fingers, digging its
tips into the sorrow, longing for the sweet taste of it.

 


 


When the clouds touched the house of George
and Gladys Payne, they had just sat down for breakfast and George
had been slightly irritated Gladys had fried his eggs rather than
scramble them. She knew all the grease really got to him. He didn’t
know when the cloud touched his house. He only knew he was enraged.
He threw his plate across the room. Gladys looked at him, open
mouthed, startled.

“Dammit, you know I can’t eat fried
eggs!”

He came around the table toward her. Usually
subservient, Gladys thought about offering to make him some more
eggs but she didn’t like the way he had thrown the plate, breaking
perfectly good china. Now she wanted to rip his eyes from his
head.

She backed up from the table and ran at him,
fingernails bared.

 


 


When the cloud touched Officer Chuck Bando’s
house, he was strapping on his gun belt, ready to ride over to the
station and begin another day of work. Then something came over
him. He placed his hand on the destructive steel of his gun. Now
the only thing he wanted to do was drive to the station and unload
into his coworkers.

 


 


The cloud came to Amy Sanborn’s house. She
sat on the couch next to Brian Anchor. They were in love. They
didn’t give a fuck about the suicide virus. They were both good
Christian youths and knew suicide was a mortal sin. They were
discussing this fact when the cloud touched them. Amy had just told
Brian she had prayed more in the past few weeks than she had ever
prayed before.

Something came over Brian. He didn’t care
what Amy was saying. He was only here, at her house, to see if he
could get some of that sweet Christian pussy.

He moved over on the couch, covering her
with his weight, and said, “Your prayers are only going to get you
fucked.” Then he ripped at her t-shirt.

She screamed for her mom who came into the
room, grabbed a heavy vase, and began smashing Brian over the head.
Once he fell off the couch, bloodied, limp and unconscious, Amy
stood up and flew at her mother, the overprotective bitch.

 


 


Bobby and Alex Regal had been playing in
their room when the cloud came. Now Bobby was on the floor and Alex
was shoving a wooden block boldly emblazoned with the letter “S”
down his throat.

 


 


Ken Blanchard sat in his motel room on the
outskirts of Gethsemane, alone and straitjacketed, his door locked
tight, screaming because he was filled with so much murderous rage
and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. He had come back
because he knew Connor and his son were in trouble. But he had been
too late. He knew that. The rage was all for himself. He hated
himself. He cursed God for the foresight to put on a straitjacket.
He ran into a wall until he fell unconscious.

No one complained about the noise.

 



 


Twenty-seven

Attic Days

 


Connor was oblivious to what had been
happening in Gethsemane after Steven’s death.

The phone didn’t ring because he had broken
all the phones in the house. People came to his door and knocked
furiously for a few minutes before leaving. They always left. No
one broke down the door to see what he was up to. To an outsider,
it wouldn’t have looked like he was up to much.

He hadn’t really moved in those days that
followed the funeral. He had sat in the attic, on a box of old
books, looking through the small semicircular windows at the water
tower and reading through Steven’s notebook.

Steven had known things.

Connor convinced himself of that.

Even if Steven had not been aware of that
knowledge, it was there, ready to burst through the surface.
Perhaps that was why he had to die.

He had written the names of the clouds. He
had written the names of the dead. He had written about the water
tower and something called Obscura. He had written quite a few
things, some of them nonsensical.

And he had written a story.

This had been one of the things that sent
Connor into his stupor. Reading Steven’s story sent shivers down
his spine, raised his skin.

Because it wasn’t Steven’s story Steven had
written. It was his. He had written it when he was seventeen. He
had written it for a creative writing class at Glowers Hook High
School. After reading Steven’s story, Connor had searched through
the boxes in the attic until he came across the yellowed, badly
typed copy of his own story. Even the title was the same. He read
through both of them and they were, word for word, the same
story.

He didn’t know how that could happen. He
held in his hands the only existing copy of that story. Steven had
never even seen it and Connor knew he had not been up in the attic,
rummaging around.

He didn’t know why Steven had written
the story.

Sitting in the attic, he realized a number
of things.

He was tired of logic. All his life had been
spent adhering to one form of logic or another. He either did
things because he didn’t want to hurt someone or he did things
because it would help someone. It was always because because
because. Whatever had been happening, he hoped there wasn’t a
because behind it. There couldn’t be any logic behind it.
Logic wouldn’t take his son away. Logic wouldn’t steal the only
thing he had left.

He did a lot of thinking in those few days,
the attic days, much of it abstract. He didn’t even bother to move.
He pissed himself until his body ran out of the fluids necessary
for manufacturing piss. He sat on the box, hunched over and
stinking, closing his eyes for only brief moments at a time,
staring out the window at the water tower and feeling logic slip
away. Feeling some other part of his brain take over. He came to
his conclusions and it was only a matter of time before he acted on
them. That was the debate he had locked into, whether or not he
should act on his feelings or sit there until he died.

These were his conclusions:

Something was happening. While that may have
seemed obvious, it was also liberating. If something was happening
then it could be stopped. He knew it didn’t have anything to do
with psychology or sociology. While it appeared these kids were
killing themselves, something was making them do it. Something that
went far beyond sociology or biology.

Steven had known something. Or, if he hadn’t
known anything, then something was communicating with him,
forcing him to write these things in this notebook. Maybe he wrote
the things in the notebook knowing Connor would read them. Perhaps
Connor was the one who was supposed to act. Maybe he was the one
supposed to do something about all the suicides. But stopping the
suicides wouldn’t bring Steven back.

Or could it?

If there was something supernatural
happening, then it wasn’t that off-the-wall to think Steven could
be brought back, was it?

Continually, he came back to the story, “The
Jackthief.” Was that who was doing it? Was that who had caused
these kids to commit suicide? He thought it was impossible. Maybe
it wasn’t the Jackthief that he had originally depicted in the
story. But maybe it was something like the Jackthief. If Steven was
able to channel something he had written nearly twenty years ago,
then it wasn’t that big of a stretch to think he could have written
something someone somewhere had wanted written.

It was a warning. A warning and, quite
possibly, a guide. It had to be. It had to serve some purpose.

Because that was really the only thing that
made sense and he reminded himself things didn’t have to make sense
anymore because nothing made sense.

Yes. The only thing that would want to see
children dead was something that fed on sorrow. The Jackthief. What
was more sorrowful than a young suicide? When a person dies of old
age, the family and loved ones of that person grieve, they feel
sorrow, but a whole town grieves for a death of the young.
Especially a tragic death like a suicide. A teenage suicide was
sorrow and consternation and fear. Fear because it made people
remember how scary it was to be young and it reminded them it was
possible for your brain to turn against you.

The people of Gethsemane were like the old
lady in the story. After each death they told themselves it wasn’t
going to happen again. They prayed it wouldn’t happen again. And
when it happened again, there was all the sorrow reborn, bleeding
out into the open.

Whatever it was Connor was going to look
for, it wasn’t human. That was another conclusion he had reached.
Five days ago, he would have laughed at himself for having that
thought. He wasn’t even sure he believed in God. How could he
believe in a monster? No. He knew it was much easier to believe in
monsters than gods. In a world where things like disease and war
were in far more abundance than miracles, monsters seemed
inevitable.

Sitting there on his box, he knew he was
going to go looking for this monster.

If it drove him insane to do it, then he
didn’t figure it mattered anyway. He was the one. He had to do it.
Because he was the only one who knew. He already felt crazy just
thinking a thought like that. But there was a truth to it. He felt
the truth, somewhere in his bones. He was not going to let death
swallow him down without finding some answer to this mystery.

Now, the only question was where to
begin.

The names of the clouds. That was where
Steven had started. First he had named the dead and then he had
named the clouds.

He leaned forward on the box, craning his
neck up to look at the dark gray sky.

What was up there?

Was anything up there?

How much of Steven’s notebook should he
believe? Was it all equally valid?

These were not questions he thought he could
answer himself. Certain things stood out and he focused on
those.

Steven had written about the water tower. If
Connor intended to start from any particular spot, he knew it had
to be the water tower. Besides, that was the only thing remotely
resembling a physical location. Flipping to where Steven had
written the word “Obscura,” he had the faint sensation that it
could be a place but, hell, he figured it could be just about
anything. It could, after all, just be a word. For that matter, the
entire notebook could possibly be words that meant nothing.

But the time for deciphering was over. He
knew where the water tower was and it made sense to go there since
he had been staring at it for days, completely unaware of what he
was doing, never quite making the connection. Ken had even
told him he had seen dead people walking into the water
tower. Ghosts, locked in the tower. Perhaps Steven was among
them.

Connor stood up from the box and woozily sat
back down. His head felt light. His bones felt stiff. Moving wasn’t
going to be as easy as he had thought it would be. Even the
adrenaline he thought he could summon for such a reason wasn’t
there. His whole body felt weighed down by a thick quilt of
doom.

Finally, he managed to stand up, going
through the trashed house and out into the unusually cool summer
air. Something else was bothering him but he decided not to think
about that. He couldn’t think about that yet. His brain was too
full of crazy thoughts and he figured he would be able to find out
for himself in a few minutes anyway.

It felt good to be outside. It did not feel
so good to be walking toward the water tower. That black, pervasive
wall of doom came from it, driving him away and pulling him closer
at the same time. That was the only way he was going to be able to
end this, wasn’t it? To trudge right into that black heart.

Looking up at the clouds, he walked on.

 



 


Twenty-eight

The Agreement

 


Time ran together like a sloppy oil
painting.

Elise had no idea how long ago it had been
since she was first dragged to this place. This place with that
thing, the Sorrow King.

Lack of food, lack of water, and lack of
sleep caused her surroundings to take on a hallucinatory quality.
Of course, she had thought it was all pretty hallucinatory to begin
with.

The Sorrow King’s creature, whatever it was,
still clung to her leg. She wondered how much blood she had lost.
At first, she had tried kicking it from her leg but stopped when
she realized that only caused it to stick its sucker in even
deeper. Now she could feel its weight on her leg.

It had grown heavier since first latching
on. Now it was full of her blood and its increasing weight
constituted the only thing resembling the passage of time.

She wondered how much longer she had left.
How much longer until she died from hunger or blood loss or
exhaustion? While she had never heard of a person dying from
fatigue she was so tired she thought it might just be possible.

The Sorrow King came to her, came to all of
the dead, bringing more sorrow. Bringing even more death. She could
smell it on him like being downwind from a slaughterhouse.

The last time he had come he had spoken to
her for the first time in what had to have been days, saying, “You
could stop all this. You know that, don’t you?”

“How? Stop it by becoming what you are? That
doesn’t seem like it would be stopping anything.”

“But you would have control over it. You
could do with this death what you want to do. I don’t have to do
what I’m doing. I do it because I like it. And becoming human is my
one great challenge.”

“That’s what I don’t understand.” She spoke
softly. She had done a lot of thinking since her time here but the
various deprivations gave it a fevered, nonsensical quality.
Nothing really made sense to her anymore and she didn’t see any
point in trying to make it make sense. “What I don’t understand
is . . . I’m going to die anyway. One way or the
other I’m going to die. And then what benefit will I have to you?
What benefit do I have to you now? Why me?”

“I already told you that. Because you know
everything. You know how it’s done and, while you don’t want to
admit it to yourself, you have a real passion for it.”

“A passion for killing people?”

“A passion for sorrow. Look at the
way you clung to Steven. You sensed it, the sorrow on his collar.
If you die, you’re right, you’re worthless to me. You are only good
for the sorrow you create. But, at least that way, then you will
not be tempting me.”

“How do I tempt you?”

“Because you are the last thing standing
between me being what I am and me being human.”

“What do you have to do to make me like you
and why haven’t you done that yet?”

The Sorrow King seemed to hesitate.

“You have to want to become. You’re
the only one that can transform yourself.”

“And I have to die?”

“Yes.”

“Then . . . I’m still
confused. Why don’t you just kill me?”

“You have to die in a very specific way. Not
by my hand.”

“At whose hand then?”

“Fate’s.”

“You won’t kill me. Not if I really am what
stands between you becoming a human. You won’t let me die.”

“And I won’t let you go until you do what I
want. Outside . . . you wouldn’t believe the
destruction. In two days, there will not be a single living person
in Gethsemane. And then I will have to focus all my attentions on
you. You think my little creature is horrible. Just wait until you
see what I have left.”

He moved closer to her, ran a finger down
her cheek, along her jawline and behind her ear.

“Ever been raped?” he asked and then, not
waiting for her to answer. “Raped by the person you would least
like to be raped by. And not just once. Again and again. I can
administer an unlimited supply of pain. You can tell yourself you
will grow numb but that will only make the pain worse and then, one
day, you’ll wonder why you’re still alive. Alive long after you
should be dead. And then you will come to me but you’ll be so
mentally and physically wasted that you will not be able to do
anything with your death.”

Elise imagined it. What the Sorrow King
described was very like the Christian idea of hell, she
figured.

“And what if I agree to become what you are?
What then? How can you be so sure that fate will do me in?”

“Fate is not completely blind.” He ran his
finger over her spiderleg eyelashes.

“Imagine this,” he said. “You leave here and
go straight to the Obscura. And you lose yourself in it and then
you just . . . never come back. How good would that
feel? It’s either that or eternal pain. The choice is yours. The
only real consequence is that you would be dead but you haven’t
always thought death would be so bad, have you?”

He ran his hand down her arm, tracing the
secret scars that ran vertically along the veins. Plastic surgery
and make-up made them unnoticeable. But he knew they were there. He
brought them to life. They throbbed beneath his fingertips and
Elise cried, not with the physical pain, but with the memory of how
she had felt when she made those scars. A week after her mother had
disappeared. The evening her father had said, in so many words,
that Elise had ruined his life.

“No,” she said, choking it out. “I will not
die just so there can be another one of you.”

“We’ll see,” said the Sorrow King.

 


 


Time passed. Elise became even more outside
of herself.

Once again, the Sorrow King came to her,
speaking softly, begging her to agree with him. Begging her to
become him.

“So if I agree to become you, then what
happens?”

“I’ve already told you. I set you free. You
go back to the Obscura and then it begins.”

Elise was very conscious of the thing on her
leg. It now felt like it weighed as much as her leg. The Sorrow
King had told her that, when it finally burst, he was going to feed
it to her. The rope dug into her wrists forming a constant loop of
screaming red pain. She could feel the wetness from where the rope
had turned her skin to pulp. She passed out from lack of sleep and
food and blood every few minutes or so. Each time her body gave in
and slumped, the rope was there to tug at her and hold her up. She
felt like her muscles had been exposed and flayed. They were either
stiff or burning. She wanted out. She wanted away. If only for a
brief amount of time.

“I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll do anything
you ask.”

The Sorrow King breathed a deep breath and
said, “Good.”

With a slash of one long sharp fingernail,
he cut the rope. Elise collapsed onto the ground and he bent to
remove the thing that suckled at her leg. It squealed with a very
unhappy noise and the Sorrow King threw it against the floor
causing it to erupt in a shower of blood.

“Rest,” he said to Elise.

But she had no intention of resting. She was
going to lie here and wait. And when she could force her muscles to
move, she was going to try and bring about the end to this tragic
saga.

 



 


Twenty-nine

Blood Graffiti

 


On his way to the park, on his way to the
water tower, Connor realized this Gethsemane was not the one he had
turned his back on. He wondered how it could have changed so
rapidly. He wondered how the anger, hostility, and despair that had
been locked inside the suicides’ minds could have come spilling
out, infecting the rest of the town. What he should have been
wondering was: where were all the emergency vehicles? Where were
the police? Hell, where were the SWAT teams?

The neighborhood was rife with violence.
Something had erupted. The citizens had been snapped by sorrow. He
didn’t have to think very hard, didn’t have to wonder very much to
know that was what it was. The pressure had broken them. The
strain, the constant fear had worn them down. It had beaten them.
Shouts of pain and panic came from the houses. Neighbors attacked
neighbors. He heard gunshots and cries . . . but no
sirens. It was what he had always imagined the end of the world
would be like.

Connor looked at the clouds.

Above him, there was a multilayered dark
gray sky. Spirals of lighter gray came down from the darkness. An
individual spiral swirled above every house as though the spiral
connected it to the larger black mass of cloud. He wondered if
there was one of those over his own house but didn’t think it even
warranted looking back. He knew the answer.

Was that really the reason he had left? The
anger, hostility, and violence these clouds were causing? Had he
come out on the prowl, looking for whatever caused his son’s
death?

He still didn’t really know if
anything had caused his son’s death. But the spiraling
clouds were not natural. Let strange things explain the
strangeness, he thought. Given that Steven had written about clouds
in his notebook and Connor was headed toward the water tower amidst
these strange miniature tornadoes (maybe they were the
Obscura) he didn’t think he was so far off track.

He had left the house with a mission and he
couldn’t betray that now. Jesus, he was even thinking in terms of
combat. He thought “mission” was typically a word reserved for
religious zealots and marines.

There were other things he thought about on
his way to the park.

Part of his mind kept going back to Steven’s
autopsy report. He had read over the thing several times. There was
only one thing that seemed unusual and he figured it probably
wouldn’t be looked into that deeply because of the fact the death
was a suicide. The report had noted multiple abrasions on Steven’s
right index finger and that his fingernail had been partially torn
away. Even though the report had come after his viewing of Steven’s
body, he remembered how that finger looked. He hadn’t really paid
much attention to the injury itself. What he had noticed was
the shade of green highlighting the fingernail before it reached
the part that had been torn away. Even in that time of blurry
distress that color had immediately made him think of the park
bench in front of the water tower. Now he wondered why he hadn’t
mentioned something about that to Officer Bando at the time.

He had recognized the color right away but
it wasn’t until later, sitting in the attic and trying to put
things together that it had actually clicked. Of course it had
something to do with the bench in front of the water tower. Wasn’t
that where it had all started for Connor? That strange conversation
with Ken that had spurred the later conversation with Steven. He
remembered his disappointment at The Conversation, thinking not
that many things had come out. Now he realized everything had been
right out there in the open and both he and Steven had chosen to
ignore it. It was worse than either of them could have possibly
imagined.

Steven was right. Or maybe it was Alison who
had been right.

One of them, be it Alison’s ghost or
Steven’s hallucination, had predicted it correctly.

It had been less than two years and Steven
was dead.

Connor turned the final corner before the
park. He passed a house with an old woman lying out in the front
yard, clutching her stomach and murmuring, “Oh God please stop,” as
her husband towered over her, ready to land another kick. And
Connor didn’t even contemplate stopping to help.

What was happening?

That was the question. All this time,
that was the question that had plagued him. What was
happening? And he felt like he was rushing toward the answer.
He felt so close to finding out what was happening, what had
been happening that a sense of giddiness flooded him. Would he
really be around to find out what happened or would he be sucked
into the madness if he wasn’t there already?

Ah, madness! That madness seemed to hold
only death as the answer.

Once at the park, he did not run to the
water tower as had originally been his intention. He no longer even
knew what he could really do with it, anyway. Approach the door and
start banging on it, hoping for an answer? And when none came—what
then, was he supposed to tear it off with his bare hands?

Instead, he rushed over to the park bench,
thinking of the green paint around Steven’s mutilated fingernail. A
fresh bout of rain hammered down onto his head, the wind hurrying
it along so it almost slapped at his skin.

There, on the back of the bench, something
had been scraped into the wood and Connor knew it had been Steven,
using his finger to do it. It was a message. A message or something
like a message, etched into the soft wood.

This is what it said:

Over time, the Jackthief continued to
thrive, becoming the Sorrow King, a more powerful evil for a more
sorrowful time. And the landscape changed around him. The woods
were taken down, suburbs replacing them. And while he had
traditionally hid in the tallest tree in the woods, he now found
other structures to hide in, structures that towered over the towns
and the cities—skyscrapers, radio towers, cell phone towers, water
towers.

That was inscribed along the top slat of the
bench and, below that, there was more:

These are the names of the dead

And there was a list. A staggering list and
Connor wondered how many of these people were dying around him, how
many more would die while he stood here in the driving rain and did
the only things he had ever seemed to know how to do—think and
contemplate and read.

True, he was thinking but no longer was it
an excuse for inactivity. Now, it was with a purpose.

He thought about the end.

He thought of a way to bring about the
end.

Thinking of endings, he read the end of the
list, the final name on the list thinking, if there was a final
name on the list then there had to be a finale to the death. There
it was. The name, barely legible in the wood, pushed there with
what had been left of Steven’s fingernail:

Elise Devon

And there was something after that, even
more illegible, but which Connor was pretty sure said:

Elise Devon must be stopped. Kill her and
the death ends.

He couldn’t believe it. His instincts were
right. They had led him here to this place and he now had an
answer. He knew how to stop the suicides and all the senseless
murders happening around him now.

Now that he had a name, he had to find this
person.

Kill this person.

His heart raced as fast as his head. He
suddenly, for the first time in his life, wished he had a cell
phone so he could call information.

Yes. That was it. Information. He
needed a phone. There had to be one around here somewhere. He never
really had to use a payphone before, this close to his house.

Shouldn’t a park have a pay phone? he
thought.

Frantically, he looked around, finally
spying something he thought could be a pay phone on the far
side of the baseball field.

He took off running for it, dashing as fast
as he possibly could. Reaching the phone in under a minute, he
cursed his luck. The phonebook had been stolen. The dangling piece
of segmented chain flattened him. With shaky hands, he searched his
pockets for change. Luckily, he found two quarters and, hoping that
would be enough, plugged them into the machine and dialed
information.

The operator came on and asked him what city
and state.

“Gethsemane, Ohio,” he said
breathlessly.

“Go ahead,” she said.

“I need a listing for Devon.”

“Do you have the first name?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“There’s an Albert Devon on Albany. A Marcia
Devon on Royal. And a Buck Devon on Chicken Bristle.”

“Uh, uh,” he stammered. “Albert Devon, do
you have the specific address?”

“1411.”

“Okay. Okay.”

“Would you like the number?”

“No. That’s fine.”

He slammed the phone down and took off
running across the park again. He had never before felt like he had
such a sense of purpose. He didn’t even know if he was going to the
right house and he didn’t know what he was supposed to do with this
Elise Devon if he found her. He hadn’t bothered getting information
about the other Devons because the first one was the closest. And
he hadn’t heard any of them named Elise Devon as he had hoped. If
it turned out that wasn’t the one, then he guessed he would just
have to go from there.

To walk would take nearly half an hour. He
thought he could probably make it in less than ten minutes if he
ran hard.

His heart hammered in his chest.

Did he really intend on killing this person
if he found her? He had never even thought about murder before,
figured that was usually reserved for psychopaths and soldiers, and
now he was contemplating killing someone he didn’t even know. But
if it would bring back Steven and stop the rest of the deaths then
he figured that, yes, he would do it in a heartbeat. Never mind he
didn’t have any kind of weapon.

Was he really doing this because he thought
he could bring Steven back?

No, he told himself.

That had to be impossible.

People do not die and come back.

But he had once believed dead people did not
leave behind ghosts and that belief had been shattered.

Like the belief that murder, for whatever
reason, was wrong.

And that was when he knew he would kill this
person if he found her.

Kill her to stop all the other names on that
list from dying.

Steven had scraped those names in there as
some kind of warning memorial and Connor wasn’t about to let all of
that be in vain.

What if Elise Devon was dangerous? What if
she was just waiting for someone to try and kill her? What if she
was the Jackthief or the Sorrow King or whatever the hell he
was being called now?

None of that slowed him down.

He saw the house, at least he was pretty
sure it was the house, just across the street now. It was a house
he had passed just about every day on his way to work. Sometimes
there was a cute redhead standing out front, waiting for the school
bus to come and pick her up. Maybe that was Elise, he thought
crazily.

But insanity was in the air. It was nearly
palpable. He was going to knock on the door and if she was there,
he was going to tell her she had to come with him and if she
refused he was prepared to take her apart with his bare hands.

He stood at the bottom of the porch steps,
staring up at the thin funnel cloud swirling above the house. It
hypnotized him, coming close to lulling him but, at the same time,
filled him with a righteous anger.

He didn’t know why.

He didn’t even want to know why.

It canceled all rationale.

No. He didn’t want to know why.

He only wanted to make death.

Rain continued to beat down.

He walked up the wet steps and knocked on
the door. There was a decorative brown wreath hung under the
arching window. He knocked on the door again and heard some muffled
shouts from inside. He stood and waited. He would not wait much
longer. He was prepared to grab a rock from the garden and hoist it
through the front picture window if he had to. Eventually, the door
opened and a haggard-looking man stood in the doorway. He had a
large black eye and a gash across his forehead. He stared angrily
at Connor.

“Does Elise Devon live here?”

“That’s my daughter,” the man snarled. “I
haven’t seen her in days.”

“Do you know where she is?”

The man sucked in a deep breath, pulled back
his fist and hammered it into Connor’s nose.

Connor reeled away from the door, slipping
on the steps and landing on his ass on the walkway.

“If you see her,” the man cried, “tell her
to get her fucking ass back home so I can rip her throat out and
staple her cunt to the wall!”

The man flipped him off and slammed the
door. Connor’s first instinct was to grab the aforementioned rock
from the garden and charge into the house, attacking the man as he
had been attacked. Yes. He wanted to destroy this man. He wanted to
kill him even though he hardly knew him. The rage was huge and
blinding until he remembered his purpose.

Of course Elise wasn’t there, he thought.
She was probably in the water tower because that was where the
Sorrow King lived. It had to be where the Sorrow King lived. And it
was entirely possible that she was the Sorrow King. He
grabbed the rock, just in case, and began jogging back to the
park.

 



 


Thirty

Fate

 


Elise staggered out of the water tower, the
Sorrow King giving her a nudge as though to help send her on her
way, to expedite her in her quest to seal both their fates.
Although, once out of the tower, not even knowing she had been in
the tower, she turned to look, desperate to know where that
horrible thing had kept her prisoner. Desperate to answer at least
that much of the mystery. Once she had turned around, she was
surprised to see the water tower looming there in front of her.
Hadn’t Steven told her something about dead people coming in and
out of the water tower? And she thought he was just sharing ghost
stories at the time.

It was almost like she had been pushed
through the door of the water tower without it even opening. If it
had been opened, it had shut impossibly fast and without making a
sound. But there wasn’t any time to stand and wonder. There wasn’t
even any time to take in the brutality around her.

She had to get to the Obscura.

On the playground, in front of the
merry-go-round, a group of three teenagers had the ride filled with
other children, gleefully spinning them around and shooting at them
with a BB gun. The children on the merry-go-round cried out when
the small copper pieces slapped their skin. Strangely enough, Elise
didn’t even think about telling them to stop. She didn’t think
about telling them she was going to call the police.

There was just too much happening around
her. She felt overwhelmed.

And she had things she had to do.

She began walking home, not really knowing
if she had reached some kind of decision. Her mind felt as battered
as her body and, observing the chaos around her, she wondered if
she might be better off surrendering herself to the Obscura for one
final time rather than trying to somehow outrun or escape the
Sorrow King.

He will find you, a voice said in her
head. It was a voice she didn’t want to believe but knew that it
spoke the truth.

She only had the trip home to think about
it. That was all the time she was going to give herself. That was
all the time she had. She knew she would not be able to defeat the
Sorrow King.

The violence and insanity happening around
her proved to her that everything the Sorrow King said was true.
Well, maybe not everything but she believed him enough to know she
wouldn’t be able to run away from him. She wouldn’t be able to just
hop in one of her parents’ cars and take off driving. Wherever she
went, he would find her. Whenever she lost control of her thoughts,
he would be there, waiting to creep inside of her head, waiting to
enter the world through her head. No. She remembered that he didn’t
even need her now. He didn’t need her head anymore. Now the only
thing he needed was her body. Her body to be human.

She still didn’t know why.

She still didn’t understand.

Except, maybe she did.

She was, quite possibly, the one person in
this town he could not kill. He didn’t need her simply because he
could enter her mind. He had entered everyone’s minds. Every person
who had died, she knew, the Sorrow King was responsible, sitting in
their heads, telling them life was not worth living, telling them
to die so they could plant a seed that would one day grow into a
tree of sorrow.

He needed her because he was afraid
of her.

Now she just had to figure out how to use
that against him.

Besides, running wouldn’t solve anything
anyway.

Maybe the whole world had gone mad.

The rain beat against the back of her head
and she noticed these funny swirling cloud-type things above each
of the houses. At first she had mistaken them for chimney smoke
before reminding herself that it was June and no one built fires in
June. Not in Ohio. Especially not every house in town.

Out of the rain, a man walked rapidly toward
her. She found herself excited at first, thinking it was Steven.
Thinking maybe the dead Steven she had seen in the barn and in the
water tower had been another of the Sorrow King’s hallucinations.
Another of his lies. But, while this person walked a lot like
Steven, as he drew closer, she saw that it wasn’t Steven at all. It
was someone else. Someone she didn’t recognize.

The man continued to approach very rapidly.
Only a few feet away, he seemed to recognize her and she saw how
his eyes burned with a wild ferocity.

Then she saw the rock in his hand.

She watched in horror as he brought the rock
over his head.

It didn’t take her long to figure out what
he intended to do.

Instinctively, she threw her arms up in
front of her.

Turned away.

Slid in the grass.

Tried to scramble.

Her legs were too tired.

Too rubbery.

Her whole body already felt beaten.

The heavy rock came down on her left
shoulder, driving her to the ground.

Spikes of pain tore through her already
tortured body. Her face was in the wet grass. She could smell it
deep in her nostrils. She heard her breath rasp in her ears, the
rain trickle underground and the fevered grunting of the madman
above her.

The man fell upon her and slammed the rock
down again, this time onto her lower back.

His madness had made him impossibly
strong.

And Elise was so tired.

So very tired.

She knew the man meant to kill her and, as
her mind entered some sort of pain fugue, she thought it was
unfortunate she had to die because she was quite possibly the only
one who knew the Sorrow King’s secrets.

Faced with death, the answer came to
her.

She needed only to get back to the
Obscura.

She wanted to tell the madman that his fate
was death.

Death and sorrow.

He could kill her but it wouldn’t be long
before he was met with his own death.

She could save him. She knew. She could save
them all. If she could just get back to the Obscura.

Elise closed her eyes, knowing there wasn’t
any arguing with fate, knowing she would die if it was death that
was intended.

 



 


Thirty-one

Vortex

 


Connor saw the girl stumbling toward him
across the windy park. At first, he didn’t think much of it. She
could have just been one of the battered. One of the victims of
this ultraviolence that wreaked its havoc on the town. She
certainly looked injured and maybe bleeding from the head a little.
From this distance, he would have never recognized her as the cute
redhead who he had seen waiting for the bus.

He planned on simply moving past her, on his
way to the water tower. On his way to the girl or the Sorrow King,
whatever evil lived there. But this girl seemed to angle herself
toward him and he planned on shoving her out of the way if that was
necessary until he noticed her hair was red. And there was
something on her forehead.

It wasn’t an injury as he had at first
thought. It was her name, written in blood.

“Elise,” Connor said under his breath.

That was when he raised the rock and bashed
her with it.

Something overcame him. Some urge to destroy
this frail girl who was now beneath him. As he brought the rock
down again and again, he just kept hearing a voice in his head
telling him that if he killed her then all the other deaths would
stop. And he knew that, if caught, he might go to jail for a very
long time. Might even get the death penalty. But he didn’t care.
What did he have to live for anyway?

Nothing. That was the answer. He was old
enough to know happiness was going to elude him for the rest of his
life. He would have probably taken care of himself if Steven hadn’t
come along. For a while he had seen he could give Steven joy and
that made him kind of happy. But something, the suicide virus or
whatever the fuck it was, had come along and taken Steven from him
and now he had nothing.

Nothing except this violent red purpose
beneath him.

He wanted to cave her skull in with the
rock. That’s what he was going for but each time he brought it down
she squirmed just enough so the rock hit some other, less vital
part of her body.

Then something distracted him.

A group of people had gathered around the
scene. Any hopes he had of getting away unnoticed were now
completely gone.

Something else swept through him.

What the fuck was he doing?

He couldn’t kill anybody.

My God, he thought. I don’t even
know who this is.

The rock tumbled from his hand and he
collapsed back onto his ass, the wet grass soaking through his
already soaked jeans. He looked at the faces surrounding him,
expecting to find accusation. He had become a piss-smelling crazy
man.

What he saw was even more curious.

They weren’t looking at him at all.

They all stared toward the tower.

He turned to look with them.

What were they looking at?

The sight was breathtaking.

Without realizing it, he lifted the girl’s
head in his hands and turned it toward the tower.

All of those small funnel clouds that had
been swirling over people’s houses before had moved toward the
tower, where they combined. Now it was like the tower itself had
become a tornado. Or maybe the center of a tornado since the
swirling cloud completely enveloped it. And, if it was a
tornado, it was completely immobile, spinning there in the same
spot like a perfectly balanced top.

He’s in there, Connor thought. The
Jackthief. The Sorrow King. Whatever the fuck he calls himself.
He’s in that thing. Right now.

Connor stood up, broken mentally and
physically, like so many of those surrounding him, and charged
toward the swirling cloud.

His already shaky grasp of reality was
completely shattered as he hit the wall of the cloud.

 


 


Inside the tornado (was it a
tornado?), a horrible high-pitched screeching greeted him. At
the center of the cloud stood the water tower. The wind pulled at
it. He heard it creaking. Heard the screams of the bolts as they
were ripped from it. Sheets of jagged metal loosed themselves,
swirling dangerously around him.

Continuing to walk to the middle of it, he
thought he saw faces in the wall of the tornado—swirling faces,
twirling around him—some of them familiar.

These are the faces of the dead, he
thought.

The Sorrow King.

That was who it was. He was sure of that
now. The Jackthief had been a thing of fiction. The Sorrow King was
real. And its reality was like nothing he had ever seen before.

The Sorrow King was somewhere in here.
Connor felt him. It was the worst feeling he had ever experienced
in his life. It was powerful and overwhelming. It pressed down on
him, blackening his insides. He didn’t know what kind of result he
had hoped for, charging into the tornado, but he suddenly knew it
wouldn’t be the result he wanted.

The sense of purpose that had infused and
energized him moments before was gone.

He felt flat. Deflated.

Ready for death to swallow him whole.

What did he honestly think he was going to
do? Save Steven? He wanted to laugh with the absurdity of that
thought. There wouldn’t be any saving Steven. How could he have
even thought a stupid thought like that?

Steven was dead.

Steven had been dead for days.

Steven was not coming back.

That left Connor with nothing.

And, left with nothing, the Sorrow King came
to him.

The remaining infrastructure of the water
tower broke apart, adding itself into the swirling vortex of the
tornado.

Now, looking at him, Connor saw that the
Jackthief was the Sorrow King. He was exactly as he had pictured
him in that story. How he had pictured him without actually putting
that description on paper.

He was huge. Twice as tall as Connor. His
lank black hair hung down to his shoulders that would have been
narrow save for the overall scale. His face was like a lump of
yellowed melted wax, two black and runny holes for eyes, a gaping
mouth with the ability to spout a whole dictionary of lies and
promises. His clothes were black, clinging to his nebulous form.
His form could have been powerful or it could have been bones.
Connor couldn’t tell.

“Ah, my creator,” the thing said.

“I want Steven”

“You can’t have him. He’s mine now.”

“No he’s not. He’s mine. He’s always been
mine.”

“I’ve always been yours too. You created me
before you created him. I guess you could say you really caused all
this madness. Killed all those little kids. You’re a sicko, Connor
Wrigley.”

“That doesn’t happen. You can’t write
something and then have it exist.”

“It’s not quite that simple. I’ve always
existed, you just decided to tell people about me. Only you. Only
you, Connor.”

“Then if I created you, I can destroy
you.”

“Destroy me? Like you destroyed Steven?”

“I didn’t destroy
Steven . . .” Connor felt so helpless. He didn’t
know what to do. He ran toward the Sorrow King but did not find
purchase. He charged through him, nearly running into the
lethally swirling wall of the tornado. A wall that was slowly
closing in.

Quickly, he whirled around to face the
Sorrow King.

“You can’t kill me,” Connor said.

“Really?” the Sorrow King asked, mocking.
“Why is that? The person you created could certainly kill you. I
did a fine job of killing your son.”

“I know that I didn’t create you and I know
what you are. I know how you continue to kill and kill.”

“And how is that?”

“You take people’s fear and you turn it on
them. Tell me what Steven saw before he died? I bet it wasn’t you.
I bet it was something he was afraid of.”

“You want to know what he saw?”

“Yes.”

“He saw a pile of come on Elise Devon’s
stomach. Does that sound like someone he would have been afraid of?
You nearly stoned her to death. Tell me, was
she . . . scary?”

“He saw her because he knew.”

“What did he know?”

“He knew you were going through her. You
were going through her to do whatever it was you needed to do
because you couldn’t do it yourself. All those other people that
died saw her in some form or the other, didn’t they? It was you,
acting through her, waiting until you had enough power to do what
you’re doing now, turning people against each other.”

“I would expect my creator to know my
motives. Good work.”

“I am not your creator. All those people you
wanted to kill. They’re all outside now. Staring at this. Do you
know why?” He wiped his nose on his sleeve and backed up from the
Sorrow King.

“I’d love to know why.” His black eyes were
expressionless.

“Because you failed.”

“I did not fail.”

The Sorrow King reached down and grabbed
Connor around the neck. He was not the wisp of a person Connor had
charged through only moments before. He felt very real and very
strong, his nearly armlike fingers on Connor’s throat.

“I did not fail,” he repeated, throwing
Connor onto the ground.

He thought he heard his ankle snap. He
twisted back around, pulling himself up on his knees and staring up
at the Sorrow King.

“You can’t kill me because I have nothing to
fear. You have nothing left to take from me.”

The Sorrow King bent very close to him.

Connor could smell the reek of death coming
from his mouth. The sour scent of sorrow.

“Oh, you fear. Everyone has a fear. And if
you say you fear nothing then the only thing you fear is your mind.
That’s what suicide really is, isn’t it—when the mind turns on its
owner?”

Connor took another charge at the Sorrow
King but the Sorrow King lifted him up, once again by the throat,
and things changed again.

 



 


Thirty-two

Blank House

 


Somehow, Elise managed to stand up.

She had already felt pretty battered before
the man’s attack. She would have considered it senseless had she
not seen the boys on the playground, attacking one another. This
was just another virus like the suicide virus. People were
infected. That was why the man had attacked her. He was
infected.

But then he had stopped, stood up, and gone
running toward what used to be the water tower.

And the air had changed just slightly.
People were not fighting anymore.

Once she had regained an upright position,
Elise was afraid one of the onlookers would try and stop her. It
seemed like most of the town, bruised and battered, looking like a
herd of zombies, stood around her.

But they weren’t paying any attention to
her. Their eyes were trained on the swirling maelstrom the water
tower had become. This was probably as close to a miracle as many
of them would ever see, she thought. Maybe she was just jaded.
Having lived her entire life with the presence of the Obscura, she
realized she was surrounded by the miraculous whenever she wanted
it. Although part of her wanted to stay and watch what everyone
else was watching, another part of her knew she had to make it to
the Obscura.

She didn’t stop to think about that. She
couldn’t stop to think about that. There wasn’t enough time. She
knew the Sorrow King was part of that whirling cloud behind her. It
didn’t cross her mind to think it might also be imprisoning him
and, by her going to the Obscura, she was providing him with a way
out, was doing exactly what he had wanted her to do.

No. She didn’t stop to think about any of
that. The only thing she knew was that she had to make it to the
Obscura. She had to make it home. She didn’t think any thoughts
beyond that.

Her head felt woozy. She couldn’t move
either of her arms. She was sure her right arm was broken and maybe
her left collarbone. As she walked, she thought she could hear her
bones grate inside her body.

Never mind, she told herself. The Obscura
would heal her. The Obscura healed all wounds. Once again, she was
the junky, questing after the dripping needle, waiting for it to
wrap her in its comfort.

Her pace was slow but as quick as she could
manage.

She pushed through the ring of onlookers, no
one paying attention to the battered young girl who just might hold
each of their fates in her hands, or her mind.

 


 


The last thing Connor remembered before
seeing the blank house was the Sorrow King holding him in its
powerful grasp. His neck felt like straw in its strong hands and
Connor muttered continuously through his constricted windpipes,
“You can’t kill me. You can’t kill me. You can’t kill me.”

The more his consciousness waned, the more
he thought he might actually be able to save Steven. And while
there was that old part of his mind that steadfastly held to the
idea that saving the dead was ridiculous, there was that new part
of him that scorned rationality. That part said, “Look where
rationality has got you so far.”

That was the part he decided to listen
to.

Then he was walking up the sidewalk in front
of his house. At least, he thought it was the sidewalk in front of
his house. He couldn’t really be sure because there was a very
thick, very clean looking blanket of fog surrounding him.

He couldn’t even really be sure if the
structure to his right was his house. It was more of an empty
outline. Once on the sidewalk in front of the house, he turned to
his right and looked at the blank house.

The only way it resembled his house was in
its shape. Otherwise, it was completely white. White with black
windows. Looking at those, he didn’t even think of windows. He
thought if he were to go up to them and put his face to the glass,
he would look into some kind of abyss rather than the inside of his
home. That thought scared him. It scared him because he knew he was
going to go inside that house and he hoped it was not the abyss
that waited for him.

He didn’t really know what he could expect
to find inside. He didn’t even really know where he was. All events
that had happened previously had been erased from his memory. They
had become shadows. He sensed them more than knew them. He
knew his name was Connor Wrigley. He had felt like he almost knew
who he was but he couldn’t have said what it was that had caused
him to be that person.

He only knew he had to enter the house and
knew he had to hurry. He was in a hurry to do something. He didn’t
know exactly what. He only knew that if he didn’t do this thing
then something very bad was going to happen. And the bad thing was
not going to happen only to him, it was going to happen to a lot of
other people as well.

Soul loss, were the words that
crossed his mind. He didn’t know exactly what they meant but it
sounded like one of the worst things in the world. To lose the
soul.

Could that really happen?

He supposed he was about to find out.

Standing in front of the door, he looked at
the outside of the strange blank house. Not only was it void of any
color, it was void of texture. He was tempted to reach out and
touch it and thought if he did he wouldn’t feel anything at all. It
wouldn’t be like touching air, which is probably what most people
thought touching nothing would feel like. No, to touch the air was
only to not think about touching anything. If he were to
stroke his fingertips against the surface of this strange house
then he knew he would feel a very tangible sense of nothing. And
that thought terrified him.

But he had to touch the doorknob. He would
have to turn the doorknob to get in the house.

He stopped thinking about the nothing of it
all. He thought about doorknobs which was something he didn’t think
he had ever really thought about before. Even though he could not
imagine one specific doorknob there was still something buried in
the working part of his memory that remembered what doorknobs felt
like. That remembered when you turn a doorknob, you open a door
onto something, not a void.

He turned the knob and walked into the
house.

Yes. It was familiar. But it wasn’t
familiar. There was more white. More nothing. No walls, no carpet,
only that weird textureless white.

He continued walking through the house. He
had the distinct feeling he was in a family room although there
were not any walls or devices to describe this as a family room. He
continued walking and, yes, now he stood in a kitchen. It had the
feeling of a kitchen. It was where the kitchen should
be.

And there was something on the floor.

Three objects.

He looked down and had to stare at them
contemplatively for a moment before the memory machine registered
what they were.

The three objects were lined up.

On the far right was a black felt tip pen.
You use that to write with, he thought.

In the middle was a glass of water. He
thought he could drink that if he was thirsty, because water was
something you drank, but he didn’t feel particularly thirsty.

To the far left sat an amber bottle of
pills. Yes. Of course, pills. He knew what they were. And he knew
what this bottle was. It was the same one that had graced his
medicine cabinet for so many years. It was the bottle that could
take all the pain away. And, of course, the glass of water had a
renewed sense of purpose. He could just open up that bottle and
take all those pills, washing them down with the water, and it
would make all this sick nothing go away.

So what was the marker for?

He could write with the marker.

Were those his choices? Were they
choices? Was he supposed to use all three of the objects or could
he just use the marker?

He bent down on the floor and picked up the
marker, taking off its cap and smelling its faintly medicinal
scent.

He made a mark on the floor, not knowing
where else he was supposed to write. He didn’t know what he was
supposed to write.

So he decided to start at the beginning.

He did that because those
pills . . . they were awful things. Terrible things.
He knew that.

So he started writing in quick little bursts
that were half-printing and half-cursive and he wrote down
everything.

He moved along the floor in a spookily quick
way, trying to capture everything, trying to rebuild every feeling
he had ever had.

He wrote about childhood and adolescence. He
wrote about the deaths of his parents. He wrote about meeting
Alison. He wrote about Steven’s birth and losing Alison and about
how he wasn’t so sad he had lost her. He wrote about his fumbling
attempts with other women and he wrote about his job. He wrote
about the Sorrow King and he wrote about the suicides. He wrote
about every sad and sorrowful thing he could think of, capturing it
all. And he realized, in between all that sadness and sorrow, there
was beauty and joy. And he knew they fed off each other. He could
not have sorrow without the joy. He could not have beauty without
the ugliness. So his scrawling became a representation of all that
and he wrote the blank house into existence. He wrote away the
nothingness.

Sweating, he stood up from the floor and
looked around.

This was his house. This was his
house exactly as he had left it when he went to search for the
Sorrow King.

He wasn’t sure whether to be confused or
happy about this.

Maybe none of this had happened.

Maybe he had just overreacted.

Maybe he was losing his mind.

Maybe that had been happening for some
time.

He looked down at the floor.

The pills were still there, next to the
glass of water.

There was a note attached to the pills. It
read: “You’re going to need these.”

Connor reached down and grabbed the
bottle.

He wasn’t so sure he needed them.

Slowly, he walked toward Steven’s room, his
heart thudding in his chest. He desperately wanted to open the door
and find the boy safe in his bed, sleeping. He wanted to be able to
wake him up and tell him he knew he hadn’t been the best father in
the world but all that was going to change.

All that was going to change.

Please let him be in there.

Connor had an overwhelmingly good feeling
that Steven was going to be in his room.

Connor opened the door to Steven’s room and
Steven was indeed in there.

In his bed.

A twisting and rotting corpse.

Connor raised the bottle of pills in front
of his face and shouted, “No!”

The room trembled around him.

He stalked over to Steven’s bed, the air
enshrouded by a cryptlike scent.

“Not real. Not real. Not real. Not real,”
Connor chanted.

The room trembled more ferociously, the
plaster of the walls crumbling slightly, beading down on the bed.
He reached out to grab Steven, to try and pick him up and shake
some kind of life into him, but the boy crumbled beneath his
fingertips.

Connor closed his eyes and shouted, “No!”
once again.

And felt the hands of the Sorrow King on his
throat.

 


 


Elise came down the road, pain receded into
some form of grim numbness. Her house was in front of her, drawing
closer and closer. Already, she could imagine the soothing balm of
the Obscura washing over her.

Wanting it.

Tasting it.

Closer and closer. She walked a little
faster. Hobbled a little faster. As fast as she could, the
increased jostling causing some of the pain to flare up out of the
ocean of numbness.

Almost there, she thought. Almost there.

 


 


Connor jerked, shoving away from the hands,
sliding along the cold wet ground, opening his eyes and
seeing . . .

Himself. Staring back at him.

No. It wasn’t himself. That was insane. That
was like some kind of manifestation of schizophrenia. Maybe what he
saw was part of himself but he knew that wasn’t true either. The
thing he looked at, the thing that had made itself up to look like
him was part of everybody.

Connor still held the pills in his hand.

“You wanted me to take these,” he breathed
out.

“Of course I did. Take those and it’s all
over. You won’t have to feel what I’m going to do next.”

“Fuck you.”

Connor lunged at himself, taking the other
down onto the ground.

He was now very aware of all the faces
swirling around him. Steven’s face was somewhere in there. And,
even if it wasn’t, this thing had to die.

Connor straddled the Sorrow King, the King
bucking him off.

He watched as the Sorrow King’s nails
sharpened into points. Already he was becoming more powerful. The
King lunged at him, slashing at his neck. Connor held out his arms
and the nails slashed just below his neck, burning, searing hot.
Connor wished he had a weapon. He swung his fist toward the King
and landed a crisp blow to his jaw. The King staggered back and a
realization dawned on Connor. If this person was him, or at least
part of him, part of everybody, it couldn’t be that powerful. This
was the younger him. The weaker him. The one that believed in
nothing. The one that fed on sorrow and pain. The one that had
existed before the blank house.

While the Sorrow King regained his
composure, Connor barreled into him, feeling his bones crunch
beneath his weight, driving him down to the ground. He threw his
legs over the Sorrow King’s arms and took the lid from the bottle
of pills. With his left hand he smashed the King’s nose, jamming
the open end of the pill bottle between his thin lips.

“You take them,” Connor said, ramming the
entire bottle down the thing’s throat before standing up and
backing away from him.

The Sorrow King screamed in rage. He lunged
at Connor, his fingernails bared, his bloodied teeth flashing and
Connor knew that, even though he had accomplished what he had
intended, he was still going to die. He closed his eyes and held
out his arms, tired of fighting, knowing there wasn’t anything else
he could do, waiting for the boiling bite of the Sorrow King.

 


 


The Obscura was now in front of Elise. She
could almost touch it. She raised her arm, wincing at the pain it
caused, knowing if she could feel it for just a second then things
were going to change. Her fingertips almost on the green leaves of
its surface she withdrew them, knowing what she had to do.

 


 


Eyes closed, Connor never felt the death of
the Sorrow King.

He opened his eyes and saw that something
had stopped the Sorrow King. The faces of the dead, now the bodies
of the dead, had unleashed themselves from the whirling funnel
cloud and fallen upon the Sorrow King. He screamed as their hands
ran over his body. For a moment, Connor once again saw the true
shape of the Sorrow King, of the Jackthief he had written about so
many years ago. And he saw that form taken apart and he watched as
the dead ate its waxy flesh. He watched as they consumed all the
sorrow their deaths had created. He watched as they took back their
lives, erasing that sorrow, making it their own.

 


 


Reeking of gasoline, her clothes and skin
soaked with it, Elise once again approached the Obscura. The Sorrow
King had thought he would walk out of here with her body but, she
thought, what if neither of them walked out?

That was the only way, wasn’t it?

She felt the cool metal of the lighter
beneath her thumb.

She stepped into the Obscura, knowing the
Sorrow King would be eager to claim her.

She felt the pain ebb away and, just before
her mind and thoughts went with it, she flicked the lighter and
touched it to her chest.

The pain was tremendous and, just before
death could claim her, she charged out of the Obscura, the Sorrow
King screaming in her mind as she fell to her knees beneath the
sky.

 


 


The swirling mass around him vanished.

Connor looked around him and saw stunned
faces. Only the faces weren’t looking at him. They were
looking toward the sky, toward the cloud.

The funnel cloud drew itself up into the
heavy stratus clouds that had blanketed Gethsemane for days.

The stratus clouds broke apart, becoming
thick gray cumulonimbus clouds.

The sun peeked out, burning the rain out of
the clouds until they were puffy cumulus clouds.

And even those further receded into mere
wisps, far away in a nearly flawless sky, cirrus clouds like
faraway birds that could be carried away on the wind.

The faces blinked in bewilderment.

There was a universal feeling that something
terrible was now over. Slowly, because there wasn’t really any need
to hurry, they started back home. Many of them, the same people who
were trying to tear each other’s eyes out only an hour before, left
arm in arm, ready to go home and begin life anew.

Connor looked behind him.

The Suicides were there.

They were as confused as everyone else.

But they too knew the way home and they
walked through the town of Gethsemane.

Bringing up the rear was a face Connor
almost didn’t recognize.

It was the last suicide. And she had her arm
around Steven.

Steven pointed upward, to a comma-shaped
cloud to the left of the sun, so small Connor almost didn’t notice
it.

“Deathbreaker,” Steven said before taking
Elise behind the veil where the dead keep all their secrets and
laugh at the ignorance of the living.

 



 


Conclusion

 


Sitting on his porch at a farmhouse in
Glowers Hook, Ohio, Connor looked out over the field while drinking
a cup of coffee.

Gail Hennessy sat in a chair to his
left.

It had been two years since Steven’s death.
Connor refused to think of it as a suicide.

“Have you seen him?” Gail asked.

“Not tonight,” Connor answered, looking
toward the dark woods on the horizon, searching for the blue lights
that would, on occasion, wander close to the house.

Some nights, Steven came alone. Some nights
he came with Elise. They came to tell him they were doing okay.
They came to tell him death was nothing to fear but they would not
share with him the exploits of the dead. That, they said, was
secret. That was the mystery of life.

Connor had yet to tell Gail about the Sorrow
King. He didn’t know how. Didn’t even know if it was important.

She reached out and grabbed his hand. “He’ll
come back,” Gail said, smiling.

A chill ran down Connor’s spine and he told
her he was going inside.
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