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INTO THE WILD

It all started when I was 14 and ran away to New York City. Away from North Carolina and my super-conservative, “spare the rod and spoil the child” father. He had whipped my ass for the last time. 

Didn't he understand that it just made me hate him and his “holier than thou” attitude? What did he know? He believed the world was six thousand years old, that dinosaur fossils were really the bones of fallen angels from the war in heaven! Or maybe Satan just put them there to make the real believers question their faith!

But I was talking about my trip to New York. I was hanging out at the usual getaway, the side of a dusty road that was all sunlight and baked asphalt. Some long-haired hippy, or headbanger-I was too young to tell the difference-pulled up in his car. A rumbling polished black '60s Mustang that made me wonder why anyone bought anything else. The door cracked open, and flashing a crooked smile, the driver beckoned me inside.

I was a little deviant-sporting shoulder-length blond hair and outfitted in a faded “Ride the Lightening” T-shirt. But this guy looked way more advanced in my chosen subculture. Greasy locks poured down to his waist, commingling with square jawed, Clark Gable good looks. All the girls must have loved him, and all the guys probably wanted to be him. Although I didn't know it at the time—I just thought it was strong incense—the interior reeked of weed.

“Hey, man... where you headed?”

His drawl was thick.

“I... New York City.”

“Hop in. I'm going up to Syracuse.”

I knew you weren’t supposed to take rides from strangers, but my own dad had picked up hitchhikers before. And this guy looked, I don't know, cool. 

“You coming? I ain't got all day.”

I mustered up my best pretense.

“Yeah, man. Thanks.”

He halfheartedly ran the standard questions by me.

“Why you headed up to NY?”

Accompanied by the unspoken implication.

You sure I won't get in trouble for this? 

I was quick on my feet, and rather than blurt anything out, I slowly unwound a story more or less made up on the spot. It included my super religious military dad, the ass-whooping I had just received, and a little bit of extra embellishment about him kicking me out. I exaggerated details of my beating and received the sympathetic 

“Yeah, man, that shit sucks.”

Even the cursing struck me as cool! I'd get my ass kicked six ways from Sunday for doing that in the house. The windows were rolled down, a cascade of wind gushing in. Pulling out a pack of Winston reds, he yanked open a well-used ashtray and started to light up. I debated whether I was pushing my luck, but managed to a croak out a-

“Hey, man, can I get one of those?”

He gave me a funny sideways glance.

“You sure you can handle it?”

“Sure, I smoke all the time.” 

I tried to sound smooth and relaxed as I lied through my teeth. He shrugged his shoulders, pulled out a stogie, and casually dangled it in my direction.

“Thanks. You got a light?”

With the first puff I got an instant head rush. We rolled on in silence as I breathed in the warm afternoon air and felt that all was right with the world. 

“Hey, man, open that glove box.”

Startled, I responded with a hazy, 

“What...”  

Instantly I felt like a retard. I was hoping he wouldn't notice the redness in my cheeks, when he followed it up with-

“This silence is killing me. I got some cassettes in there.”

“Oh.”

I felt even more stupid and popped open the glove box. After rifling through the cassettes, I caught sight of what looked like a gun handle. I tried not to be too obvious, but he was already a step ahead of me.

“Can never be too careful, huh? I think I have some Slayer in there.”

I was used to guns. It was my dad's hobby—collecting guns and shooting things. But this felt a bit weird. Awkward and rebellious even. It was a .45 semi auto by the looks of it, and that was a pretty serious firearm. I wondered for a minute if he was a criminal.

A bank robber on the run, with a trail of death and chaos behind him! 

“Hell Awaits, I think. You ever heard it?”

That broke me out of my reverie. 

“Yeah, man, I love that album!”

I had picked it up from the used tape shop a few days earlier, although I wasn't sure if it was my thing yet.

“Yeah, good shit. Pop it in.”

It started with a low grumbling, mounting into the sounds of hell and just as it was about to reach a crescendo, the thrash guitars came charging in. That's when everything seemed to click. 

Thundering down the road to the steady throb of a V8, a cigarette dangling between my fingers, the breeze blowing through my hair, the warlike strum und drang of the guitars. Little did I know how fleeting that feeling would be.

THE BIG CITY

Day had faded into a dusky night by the time we reached DC. I had never been to the city, but the glossed over tourist photos of an idyllic capital were a total lie. 

“Hey, man, you wanna see something cool?”

The driver (funny, he never did tell me his name) had diverted into the city. We were now rolling through what I would later find out was Southeast. It looked like Hell on earth. Vacant lots housed the dregs of society. They were roughly swaddled in stained clothing, their weathered blankets sprawled out and only partially obscuring the grimy terrain. Styrofoam cartons and the detritus of a fast-food society were strung all about, further staining land that was beyond all hope of reclamation. Abused shopping carts rested caddy-corner on the chewed-up remnants of sidewalks, some of them trailing a stream of tattered clothing. Battered brick buildings surrounded us, the blacked edges of ashy sills jutting out. And the stares... like we were subhuman invaders, trespassing on their territory. Their eyes glared at me from beneath darkened cowls, insinuating that I didn't belong. I sunk lower into the seat, feeling very young and out of my element.

“You scared?”

I hadn't heard from him in a while, and the sound startled me.

I was definitely scared.

“Ha-ha! Don't worry. See, this is where that gun comes in handy!”

The light just ahead was changing to red. A wave of terror washed over as we rolled to a stop. 

“Hand me that gun.”

“What...” 

I was hoping he wasn't serious, but he glared at me with eyes cold as ice.

“I said Hand me the fucking gun.”

A bead of sweat rolled down my temple. I popped open the glove box and slowly pulled out the gun, handing it over grip first. He snatched the .45 out of my hand, immediately turning to the open window and gesturing wildly at the people outside. Every nerve in my body tensed up, and I tried to shrink down further in my seat. 

“You guys know what this is?”

The bystanders just gave him a look like they had guns waved in their face all the time. The light changed, and with a laugh, he handed me back the pistol, punched the transmission into drive, and peeled out. That's when I first thought twice about this whole adventure. When awe for his perceived hipness turned into regret. But the rest, the rest wasn't really his fault.

NEW YORK CITY

It was well past dark by the time we approached the outskirts of New York City. We had stopped at a 7-11, and I was slowly nursing my heavily sugar and cream laden coffee, something he found endlessly amusing.

“You gonna have a little coffee with that sugar?”

I had now polished off three whole cigarettes, and my mouth felt like an ashtray. It didn't help that the caffeine was surging through my body, making me antsy.

“So, where we dropping you off?”

His voice struck me like a megaphone. In my caffeine-fueled concentration, I had zoned out, and hadn't even noticed that the tape had ended miles ago.

“You do have a plan, right?”

“Oh, course... of course... Just drop me downtown,” 

I had absolutely no plan and was already regretting this whole thing. I was a little kid alone in New York City. I didn't know anyone here. 

“Where downtown? Times Square? Union Square?”

“Umm... I—“

“You don't fucking know, do you?”

“No, no... Times Square!”

I was feeling trapped and wanting off this ride! At least I’d heard of Times Square.

“Ha, you better watch your little Southern ass there. Lots of perverts running around.”

That made me shudder, and the way he had referred to my “little Southern ass” didn’t help.

“I'll be fine. I know somebody there.”

“What, in Times Square? Nobody lives in Times Square! Except maybe Travis Bickle!”

“Who?”

“Never mind.”

I avoided his gaze and stared out the window. The city looked a thousand years old. A massive labyrinth of stone and iron, the edges all soiled with what I imagined was the wear of centuries. The dark holes of windows scaled skyward in twisting ramparts that dissolved into the smog as they ascended. Everything at ground level was barred and shuttered. Steel gates were drawn over the entrances accompanied by massive padlocks that secured them in place. This felt like something out of a movie. We rounded a bend, and a blazing panorama of sparkling lights greeted us. Neon billboards exclaiming XXX! Peep Show! Sex Shop! People that resembled horror movie extras wandered about. Girls strutted the streets in skintight outfits, their breasts popping out like ice cream scoops. What little skin was clothed was wrapped in outfits more outrageous than anything I had seen on MTV. Silver. Shiny red. Sparkling gold. Clear high heels. Big hoop earrings. Makeup that resembled war paint.

“This is what you wanted, right?”

I almost refused to get out, debating whether it was safer to stay in the car with a known evil or venture outside into an unknown one. I glanced over, and my driver was staring at me. I decided that if there was one thing I wasn't, it was chicken-shit. I mustered up my nerve and climbed out.

“Thanks for the ride.”

He stared at me for a moment, shook his head, and peeled out. I watched the car grow steadily smaller in the distance, too afraid to look at anything else. It made it through a light, narrowly missing a black guy yelling curses after him, and disappeared around a bend. A breeze kicked in, the airborne remnants of a newspaper assaulting my legs. I realized it was getting cold, and goose bumps sprang up on my arms. I ran my hands over them in an attempt to stay warm.

“Well, what do we have here? “

I swiveled around and was face to face with what I surmised was a Hispanic guy. At least I thought he was Hispanic. His olive face was swathed with greasy black hair, the edges tumbling out from under a gray fedora. His face was partially carpeted by dark stubble, and he was dressed in a white tank-top held up by black suspenders. I had never seen anything like it, but his sneer was terrifying.

“I... I...”

“You lost, kid?”

“No... I...”

“You a runaway?”

I didn't want to tell him the truth. He was a grownup, and in my naive mind, they were all connected. Not only that, but he looked like a villain from a Crocodile Dundee or Indian Jones movie. I didn't know what to do, so I just turned and ran. Bounding down the sidewalk and leaping a curve, a taxi blared loudly as it swooshed by me. Another car, coming from the opposite direction, bore down on me, and I made another running jump. Landing on the sidewalk, my right knee buckled, but I managed to right myself and awkwardly scramble forward.

“Fucking kid,” 

I heard somebody yell. My temples pounded, my eyes peeled wide, and I peered around desperately looking for any way off the streets. The streaked glass windows in front of me sported colored circles with bold, black letters. I recalled them being the trademark of New York's famous subway. That suspicious guy was still staring at me from across the street. I caught a glimpse of a silhouette disappearing into the building beside me and figured that must be the subway entrance. I headed for it. 

As I rounded the curb, a small cluster of half walls opened into a descending stairwell. 

Was this the subway? 

A skinny black guy came around the bend, not even looking at me as he hustled up the stairway. I had never seen a haircut like his before. Except on TV. I remember it being called a “high top fade.” He looked urban, hip, and like a character from another world. Almost everyone on base had short hair, military short, and their clothing was much blander. Even his shoes looked sharp—all brown polished leather, and way classier than the usual combat boots I was used to. 

I darted down the steps, figuring they probably led to the subway. As I passed the man shot me a curious glance. His eyes opened wider as I passed, and I imagined I could feel the burn of his stare but didn't dare look back. Around the corner a row of metal turnstiles stretched out before me. A glass-paneled booth stood guard on the left, a shadowy figure just behind. I then realized I needed money if I expected to get on the train.

Shit! 

I had $20 I'd stolen out of my mother's purse, but that was for essentials. Food and cigarettes! I peered back over my shoulder. There were no signs of pursuit. Yet. I glanced about feverishly. A guy popped around the corner behind me, and for a moment my heart stopped. Then I saw it wasn't the creepy guy, just some swarthy white guy. Loud female voices broke out. Two women—ladies of the night, I was to later learn—came around the bend. Glossy short dresses, one gold, one pink, sky-high heels, and with soft mountains of breasts spilling out of tight tops. The one in pink was white and had frizzy blond hair, the black roots at least an inch thick. The other looked Spanish, with an almost identical haircut, only raven black. A slight mustache graced her upper lip. The girls were giggling, talking over each other, and didn't appear to be in their right state of mind. Giant hoop earrings flashed as they talked, their heads moving in rhythm with the words. I heard a thump, followed by cursing. Spinning around, I saw that the white guy was pounding on the glass of the kiosk, shouting obscenities at whoever was inside. Taking this as my opportunity I ran, vaulting the turnstiles and not even bothering to look behind as I continued down the steps. 

OUT OF THE FRYING PAN...

About half a dozen shadowy forms were milling about below. A few glanced my way, the more benign looking ones staring at the pavement. The two that noticed me looked rough. A black guy in a thin red leather jacket and a Spanish guy sporting a Yankees cap. Both wore a quiet look of disdain as they craned their heads toward me. They exchanged a few words I didn't catch. A weary looking man with a mop of brown hair, hands buried in a well-used Carhart jacket, stood near the edge of the platform. He leaned over to peer down the dark tunnel as the black guy yelled at him. 

“Whatcha lookin for, faggot?”

He didn’t respond, just craned his head a little more, and stared more intensely down the yawning gap. 

“I said... whatcha looking for, faggot? What, you deaf or something?”

The black guy wandered over casually, the Spanish guy snickering and uttering something too low for me to catch. I was about midway in between, but it felt like the guy was coming right at me. Trying hard not to look, I took turns staring at the distant wall and my feet. I backed away slowly, hoping the approaching guy wouldn't notice. When I looked up, he was almost in front of me.

“Don't worry, kid. I got nothin' on you.”

I wasn't even sure what that meant, but at least I wasn't the target.

“Hey, faggot, got a light?”

The black guy was getting close now. Hands still dug in his pockets; the other guy was peering down at the tracks. His drooping jowls, garnered by an oily, stubble-dotted face, seemed to radiate a sense of resignation. 

“I said...”

Suddenly the guy spun around, whipping out his hand to reveal a snub-nosed revolver.

“You want some of this? Is that it?”

“Whoa, whoa... I was just asking for a light, buddy...”

“I'm not your buddy. I don't smoke. I know how this game is played. You think I'm stupid? Is that it?”

“You trippin... I'm not playing any game.”

“Oh, yeah? Then how bout you just head over there. “

He gestured at the far pillar.

“You and your friend can look for the next easy mark, cause it ain't gonna be me.”

Just then, the train whistle sounded, and a gust of air burst forth. The man with the gun caught the brunt of it, stumbling forward a little. In an attempt to correct his footing, he stepped back too far and missed the ledge. Just as the train came rushing into view. He almost made it.

Everything happened so fast, the edge of the train catching him, spinning his body around in a mad twirl as gravity pulled him down. The tight confines between the ledge and the train sandwiched his lower extremities, the sidewalls of the train repeatedly striking his upper body and twisting him like a pretzel. He didn't even cry out but his mouth fell open in shock. The train screeched to a halt. Someone was yelling, and beneath it all I could hear the thump of footsteps. Everything slowed down, the shadowy forms of transit workers, emerging out of the peripheries. The black guy staggered back, mouth agape. And then, like some grotesque abomination, something that should not be... the trapped guy spoke. 

“Help... help me... somebody...”

An EMS worker surged past and was quickly joined by another.

“Sir. Is there anyone you want to call? Family members? A priest?”

The worker was kneeling, his expression painfully earnest.

“I'm just... I'm just stuck...”

“Sir, your injuries... They're life ending.”

“No, really, I'm just... just stuck... If you move the train...”

“The moment we move the train, you will die. Your body has been ground to pulp.”

“But I... I'm not in pain... I just feel numb...”

“That is because your spine is broken.”

“But I...”

“The train is acting as a tourniquet. The moment we move it you are dead. Your body is shutting down as we speak. You need to tell me if there is someone we can contact.”

The man's expression withered, and he started to cry.

I had never seen an adult cry before.

I looked away, paralyzed by shock. A moment or two passed—it felt like ten minutes, but it could have been ten seconds—and when I glanced back, a tear-streaked, lifeless face stared at me. 

“That's it. He's gone.”

The EMS worker stood up and headed toward the front of the train.

I couldn't take my eyes off the dead guy. It was horrifying. I felt nauseous. My eyes were watering, my legs turning into rubber. Then he spoke.

OH, WHAT A SHALLOW LIFE WE LEAD

“This wasn't supposed to happen... I'm not ready to die...”

My mouth dropped, and I stared at his face. His cold, unmoving face.

“Kid... you can hear me! I'm still here... somewhere... I just can't feel my body... You gotta help me...”

“I... I...”

I started to stumble backwards.

“Kid... please... I got no one... I'm from Romania... I...”

Reality started to fade, and everything went dark. I felt a warm, reassuring hand on my shoulder. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a young black woman in EMS garb mouthing words to me I couldn't hear.

I woke up in a bed I was later to learn was in Bellevue Hospital. My body was swathed in a white hospital gown, its faded blue flowers shimmering faintly in the cool light. I sat upright and looked around. Pale blue curtains hung from walls of pipe. Through a slit in the curtains, I saw signs of movement. Someone nearby groaned and rolled over. The curtains parted, and a pretty, dark skinned young woman with extremely white teeth stepped through. I liked her smile.

“Hey, Aaron, we feeling better today?”

How did she know my name?

“Uh..., sure...”

I didn't know where I was, what time it was, or even what day it was. I tried to piece together the last things I remembered, and suddenly it came surging back. The black guy. The guy with the gun. And the incident...

“Your parents are here, Aaron. If you're ready, I'll bring them in.”

My heart sank. 

My parents! How did they find me! What was my dad going to do?

But he didn't do anything. He was oddly soft-spoken too, barely even making eye contact. My mom was there, too, and kept shooting me disapproving glances.  

“Aaron, we're going home now. Get dressed.”

I glanced around and saw that my clothes were neatly folded on the bedside chair. I looked up and my dad was glaring at me. His face registered no emotion, but I could sense something akin to anger. I felt naked and exposed in the thin hospital gown. Quickly climbing down, I scooped up my clothes and practically flew around my dad as I looked around for a bathroom. 

Should I run? What chance did I have in this big city? I doubted I could get a job, and I didn't have any place to stay...

A sharp rap on the bathroom door snapped me to my senses.

“Are you ready yet? We have a long trip ahead of us.”

It was a long trip. My face burned, and I felt angry and ashamed. A couple of times I caught my mother shooting me daggers. I tried not to meet her gaze. My dad didn't kick my ass like I thought he might. In fact, he didn't even talk to me for days. My mom continued with the steady withering looks, the whole incident slowly fading with time. I had nightmares. Fantastical dreams that replayed different versions of the incident. More often than not, it would be the part where that guy had just pulled out the gun. I would run toward him, trying to give a warning. Usually, he didn't even take notice. It was like I was invisible, the interplay between him and the other guy a forgone conclusion. A few times he noticed me, spinning around, the barrel pointed at my face. At that point I would wake up, drenched in sweat and gasping for air. On rare occasions, the guy shot me. I heard it, and saw it, but felt no pain. 

Over time, the whole thing started to fade. Then it happened again.

THE INEVITABILITY OF FATE

Two years passed, and we moved from North Carolina to Northern Virginia. I was heavy into punk rock by then. Sneaking out at night, stealing the family station wagon, and hitting the shows at the 9:30 club downtown. There was a punk shop on M street called Smash, and I hung out there all the time. I could rarely afford to buy anything—it was all overpriced and cheaply made—but I'd flip through the singles, looking for something cool and obscure. Usually, I made it down there only on weekends, but it was my seventeenth year, I had just lost my job at Elie's Deli for mouthing off to the spoiled sister of the owner, and I had nothing better to do. It had cost nearly all my money, taking first the bus and then the train into the city, but there was a cool, hip allure to downtown. I could walk for hours down M street. People would stare, shooting strange looks at my blue hair and painted leather jacket, but I didn’t care. Sometimes the more ghetto kids or douche-bag jocks would shout stuff. I'd hurl insults back, hopping on my skateboard and cruising away before they could pursue me. On one such occasion a couple of jocks had asked me if I was a faggot, and I told them to ask their mom. They gave chase, and I took off down the side streets. Whipping around corners, disapproving hisses and grumbles were cast my way as I narrowly avoided the startled pedestrians. 

I had made it to Tenth and K. Walls of corporate hell jutted up all around, the swarming mass of straight-laced society flowing past. A lanky black guy in tight yellow and black spandex sped by. A bike messenger no doubt. 

Then, so abruptly it was as if it materialized out of thin air, a city bus hurtled out of the traffic. There followed a deer-caught-in-headlight moment, and the huge side walloped the courier. He flew over the handlebars, the bike quickly sucked under the tires. Clearing the corner, he smashed headfirst into the side road and rolled into an unconscious, prone position. People stopped in mid-stride and started to turn; their reflexes slowed by shock. One guy, all buzz cut and navy business shirt, started running toward him. The bus rounded the corner. Everyone could see it coming. Hands were flung upward. Warnings were shouted. But it all happened so quickly. And just like that, the bus rolled over him.

His head burst like a melon. Tires screeched. People shouted. Brakes squealed. Everything became a blur. A cluster of suits pressed in, the transient crowd of a business day. I managed to wiggle through the throng as a voice in my head warned me that anything I saw would scar me. After all, I hadn't been able to sleep for weeks after the incident in New York. But I couldn't help myself. 

Just as the crowd thinned enough for me to catch a glimpse, I knew I had seen too much. Jagged chunks of skull lay scattered about. Pink on one side, a few pitiful cornrows still clung to the other. A crimson-speckled goo bubbled out of gashes in the mangled flesh. Blood bathed the street and underside of the bus. I leaned over, hands on my knees, trying not to retch. 

Civilized authority came rushing in. Men in official looking blue uniforms. I stumbled back toward the steadiness of a concrete wall. My vision blurred at the edges, and I was breathing deeply. Then, clear as day, a voice popped into my head.

“Fuck, man!”

I opened my eyes so fast that a new wave of nausea hit me and I had to grip my knees.

“I can't be dead. That can't be me! This some shit dream or somethin'!”

There was a pause.

“Fuck, man! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! What do I do now? I got a wife at home. We got a kid on the way.”

A cold sensation gripped the back of my neck. 

“What do you want?”

Was I imagining it? 

My eyes wide, I peered around but the mob paid no notice. 

“Hey, kid... You can hear me?”

“Kid, what's going on? Where am I?”

The dizziness was intensifying. I just wanted everything to go away. And suddenly it did. So rapidly I fell to my knees and started heaving. I'd had nothing for breakfast except coffee, so there was only a burning liquid coming up.

“It'll be all right.” 

I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up. The sun rendering him only a silhouette, I could tell by the voice that it was an older man. My vision was swimming, but he looked strangely dressed.

“You hear them, don't you?”

“Wha... what?”

“The dead.”

“Is that... but, how do you...”

“They aren't completely dead, you know. Just in this dimension. But it takes a very special boy, just like you, to hear them. Come with me. I have an office near here. It'll get you out of the sunlight and give you something to drink.”

He helped me to my feet. My throat burned, and I felt out of sorts. I loped forward and he steadied me enough that we made it around a corner. An old, battered door came into view. He produced a key and opened it. Within, pale light gleamed down a wooden staircase. I shook my head, trying to clear my head.

As we reached the top, a wooded door embedded with a large monolithic paned window greeted us. He unlocked the door, and ushered me in. A clustered jumble spread out inside. Filing cabinets topped by a disarray of yellowing papers, an old Underwood typewriter nestled atop one. 

What was this place?

I saw a stool and headed for it. I needed to sit down, gain my bearings. The man seated himself in a chair nearby. Dim light permeated air saturated with floating motes of dust. I looked up, blinking to clear my vision. He resembled a movie star from days past. Square jaw, dark hair, and piercing blue eyes that were barely visible under the brim of his hat. 

“You know you have a gift?”

“I... you mean what I hear?”

“Exactly.”

“Everyone has this ability, but few can access it. It's an evolutionary region that has long since reached a dead end. But genetics is a gamble. You never know quite what is going to be activated.”

His words and tone were reassuring, but still, something, I don't know, something seemed off.

“I know this is probably difficult, but you can't speak of it. The normal, everyday word fears what they don't understand. A couple hundred years ago, they would have lobotomized that part of you they thought gave voice to demons.”

He let his words sink in for a moment.

“I'll give you my card. We'll talk more about this later. I'll get you some water.”

With that he rose and disappeared around the file cabinet. My head was clearing a little more now.

Was he crazy? Should I run? Maybe this was all a dream, like one of those old Twilight Zone episodes.

“Here you go.”

I almost jumped! 

How did he get right beside me so quickly! 

Accepting the water, I realized I was suddenly parched and took a hearty swig. Cool and slightly sweet. I emptied the glass and set it on the desktop.

I felt a little better, my head clearer. Then I fell over.

THE MORNING AFTER

Waking up in my bed, I threw the pillow aside and wrestled off the covers. I was still in my hoodie and my feet hung off the side. My whole body felt hot and swollen. I slowly sat up and looked around. I was in my downstairs bedroom, festooned with Frank Frazetta and Misfits posters. The windows were covered by heavy shades, but sunlight still made its way in. I groaned and gripped my head. My left arm hurt, and I rubbed it absently. Standing up, my legs numb, I stumbled toward the door. A random glance at my drawing table revealed a card. I clicked on my art lamp and picked it up. Scrawled with tight, small ballpoint lettering it announced, “the man you met yesterday” followed by a 202 number. I flipped it over. 

Paranormal Studies

ESP

Agent 7

999 K Street

I smirked at the address.

Was that intentional? Bad joke if so. 

Pocketing the card, I cracked open the door and peered out. All was silent, no trace of my mom or dad. I tried to think. 

Was this Saturday? 

It had been Friday when I headed down to Georgetown. Ever since the last time I was almost expelled from school, my classes had been cut down to three a day, so it had been easy enough to cut out early on Friday. I popped into the downstairs bathroom and flipped on the light. Whoever had lived here before us had painted it lime green. Edging over to the counter, I pulled off my hoodie and held up my left arm, rotating it slowly. On the backside were two clotted holes, about the size of a small nail head. I pushed at them gently and there was some deep bruising. I shook out my arm and headed out.

I could see sunlight shining through the sliding glass door downstairs, bathing the couch and TV in a pale blue glow. I noticed my dad and mom were sitting on the couch and almost jumped! The newscaster caught my eye. Dan Rather, I think, and he was frozen, like someone had hit pause on a VHS. 

“Mom?”

She didn't answer.

“Dad?”

Again, no answer.

“Hello?”

I slowly rounded the couch. Their eyes were open, a casual look on their faces. My mom's eyes were directed at the screen, her flower-print blouse billowing over skinny shoulders. My dad sat next to her, his body equally stiff.  A bluish haze engulfed everything. Figuring it was a dream, I pinched my forearm. 

Nothing changed.

I glanced back at the TV, and Dan Rather was still frozen. I leaned forward and gently poked my mother's shoulder. My finger tingled, as if from a static shock, and slid off. A shadow fluttered by, and I straightened up. A sort of repetitive tribal drumming started in my head. A noise—no, not so much a noise, more like a vibration—hit me, and something dark flittered by in the corner of my vision. Whatever it was seemed to be coming from the hall I had just left. A trickle of sweat rolled down my temple. Something gnawed at my nerves, and I struggled hard not to run. The hall grew darker, a shadow creeping forward at the corners, and I heard a low moan.

That was it.

I darted around the couch and toward the sliding glass door. Tugging at the handle, it refused to move. Then I heard the moan again, sounding even more eerie and tortured than before. I glanced down and realized the door was locked. Pushing up the lever, I bounded outside.

Within moments I had cleared the concrete patio, the grassy lawn, and was fumbling with the latch of the wooden fence. I glanced at the open back door. It seemed miles away now, the morning sunlight gleaming on the glass. I threw back the lever, pulled open the wooden door, and fled out onto the asphalt bike path. Up the trail, I emerged on the sidewalk, the wood-paneled dwellings of my suburban neighborhood swirling in around me. As I peered left and right for oncoming cars, something caught my eye.

Frozen in midair, his head half smashed into a windshield, was a kid. His arms were splayed, his skate deck frozen in midair. One shoe remained, the other suspended in mid-flight. 

I knew that kid! It was my brother's friend! Dave something. 

I sprinted to the side of the truck and tried stepping up into the wheel well, but some charge pushed me off. I clawed vigorously at the hood but couldn’t grip it either. It was then I noticed the sky was darkening. 

Clouds were rolling across the sun and a strange mist was rushing in. A shallow breeze bit into my exposed arms and I heard that low moan again. I ran. 

Hopping onto the sidewalk, skirting the neighbor's sloppily parked BMW, I stole a glance through their darkened windows. But there was nothing. 

I rounded a corner and headed up the street, delving further into the neighborhood. My friend Tim's house was this way, and I debated going there.

What if his place was the same? That thing that seemed to be pursuing me would have me cornered. Was everywhere the same?

I didn't slow down, but hysteria clouded my thinking. I knew Tim had a gun hidden in his house somewhere. He had gone “car hopping”, fishing through unlocked vehicles for CDs and valuables. In someone’s car, probably that of a peace officer, he had found a huge revolver. I didn’t know where he kept it, but I couldn't think of anything else. 
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