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THE TELL-TALE HEART
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It came without warning. If you have ever had a panic attack, then I am sorry to say that you know precisely how Jane Gracey felt. In fact, you may wish to not be reminded of how it felt, in which case, we shall meet again in a few pages time.

If you have not experienced a panic attack, this is how it felt for her. 

The day had begun just as nearly every day of her life had. Her and her identical twin sister, Catie, had woken up annoyed that it was a school day instead of the weekend. The only comfort that they received was that they would see their friend Bram during class and that their Friday and Saturday nights would be filled with trips to the Hallowland with the witch Mrs. Macabre and her spooky found family. They were only allowed to see her on non-school nights. Though Mrs. Macabre was known for her love of fun and mischief, she was also known for her love of education. “After all,” she would tell them, “how else would Vlad the Impaler have known how long his stakes should have been if not for education?”

And so, they boarded the bus that would take them to school and proceeded to be educated. It was only until they got to Mr. O’Brien’s English class-which just happened to be her favorite- that Jane began to sense something was wrong. What was wrong, she could not put words to, all she felt was a kind of itch inside her mind that she could not scratch. Her hands curled into fists on her desk as the itch grew and grew. 

The florescent lights above her seemed to brighten, making the white walls of the classroom glow to the point where her eyes began to squint. 

Mr. O’Brien’s lecture on Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book was being drowned out by the sound of chalk hitting against the blackboard. With every letter he made, it cut through the board like a knife, sending sharp screams into her ears. 

Small clouds of white dust bloomed from the chalk like snow. 

She looked around to Catie, Bram, and even her bully, Courtney Clearwater to see if they could hear the awful shrieks as well or if they too were blinded by the whiteness of the room, but they were not. They, along with the rest of the class sat still in their desks, some paying attention, others trying their hardest not to fall asleep, all of them acted as if nothing in the world was wrong.

You can do this, Jane told herself. Just ignore it. Don’t let it happen again. Ignore it. But try as she might, she could not ignore it for much longer. The sound of the chalk against the blackboard was accompanied by another sound. It was like the ticking of a clock, a sound that she was not unfamiliar with. The clock above Mr. O’Brien’s head was an instrument that could be heard quite loudly in the silence of tests and other assignments. But this ticking was different. It did not have the clarity of the clock in the room, but more of a far away sound. The sound not of a clock exactly, but of a watch wrapped in cotton. A chill went up her spine as she realized what the source of the ticking was. It was her own heartbeat.

She swallowed, but her throat felt as dry as it had ever been. Her palms were damp as she gripped her fists tighter, digging her nails into the skin. Her right leg pumped up and down with the speed of a locomotive engine. The ticking of her heart grew louder and louder in her ears. Her  front teeth pierced her bottom lip almost to the point of bleeding. Her heartbeat grew faster and faster, louder and louder, until. . . . 

She shot up from her desk. As she stormed her way through the aisles she could barely hear Mr. O’Brien’s muffled query of, “Is everything okay, Jane?” But she could not answer him. Not because she didn’t have an answer, but because instead of giving him an explanation, she would scream. She saw flashes of Catie and Bram’s furrowed brows and Courtney’s horrible smirking pink lips of spite. She did not care. All she cared about was getting out of there as fast as she could.

Once she exited the classroom, she ran as fast as she could to the restroom. It seemed so far away, the hallway grew longer with every second. Her shoes echoed against the walls as if she were in a tunnel. Finally, she made it. She threw the door open and sprinted into one of the stalls, locking it. She bent down over the toilet, hoping something would purge itself out of her, but nothing came. She tried again, but still nothing emptied out of her throat. Please! Her voice screamed inside of her. Please get this feeling out of me! 

Get out! 

Get out! 

GET OUT! 

The hideous beating of her heart continued to plague her ears. She slammed her back against one of the walls and slowly slid down onto the floor, crying. Trapped in the stall like a prison of her own making.

“Jane?” She heard Catie’s voice call to her with the squeak of the restroom door. “What’s wrong? Is it happening again?”

“Is she okay?” Bram’s voice called from outside.

“I-I- don’t know,” Jane sobbed, the words pulled their way out of her mouth like a marathon runner going up a steep hill.

“Can you let me in?” Her sister knocked on the door, which was as loud as the beating inside her head. “Please?”

Jane could not move. She wanted to stay in this box for all eternity. She refused to be like Pandora and open it, flooding the world with chaos. “I-I don’t know,” she stammered again. Her breath going in and out with the force of a hurricane.

“Please, Jane?” Catie pleaded with her. “It’s me.”

Jane sat still for a few moments longer until, finally, she mustered the strength to open the lock quickly like the thing had sharp teeth and could bite her at any moment. Catie opened the door and ran in, not even assessing the environment. She dove down to her sister and hugged her. “It’s okay,” she whispered in her ear. “Everything is okay.”

Jane sobbed and sobbed, trembling in her sister’s shoulders. The beating still continued. She thought she was going to die. She didn’t know how, she didn’t know why, all she knew was that she was coming to an end, unraveling into Catie’s arms.

“It’s okay,” Catie whispered.

The beat grew softer.

“It’s okay.”

And softer.

“It’s okay.”

Her breathing slowed.

“It’s okay.”

The storm was passing.

“It’s okay.”

She was in the stall of a bathroom.

“It’s okay.”

She felt the tile underneath her.

“It’s okay.”

She was in her school.

“It’s okay.”

She was with her identical twin sister.

“It’s okay.”

She was going to live.

“It’s okay.”

The ticking stopped. 

For now.

***   
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Jane’s panic attack loomed over the day with the darkness of a shadow. Once she had returned to Mr. O’Brien’s class, she was forced to make some kind of excuse for not feeling well after the teacher had asked her with great concern, “Is everything all right?” She was forced to stare into the eyes of her fellow classmates as they either tried to avoid her gaze or thought she had completely lost her mind. Courtney’s smile was the worst of them all. Hers was a smile of such righteous satisfaction it nearly made Jane want to strangle her. But that would have made matters even worse. The damage was done. This had been the second panic attack she had been plagued with in a month. It was far worse than the last, at least the first time it only amounted to tears. This time she had made a scene. 

No, not a scene, that was too polite of a word for it. The word that Courtney would use behind her back would be show or drama, something to gain attention. Yes, that was it. That was why she had behaved in such an extreme way, like someone from a bad movie, it was to get attention. It wasn’t the fact that she had seen things and had nearly been killed within the past few months to make her behave this way. No one in her class could know what it was like to feel the cold grip of the Weeping Widow’s long, skeleton hand around their throat. No one in her class could know what it was like to race through watery depths to save your sister from drowning. No one could know the fear that grips a heart when they discover that their loved one will be burned alive. Catie and Bram might, they were there of course, but they were both braver than her. They always had been.

***
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The Gracey family sat together at the dinner table, eating spaghetti and salad. Mr. and Mrs. Gracey each took turns on what their day had been like- just another day at the office for their father and another day grooming dogs for their mother. When asked how the twins’ day went, Catie quickly responded with “Fine. Everything went fine.”

“Oh?” Mrs. Gracey asked, interested. “That’s unusual for you. The best we can get out of you two is a mumble.”

“Fine,” Mr. Gracey responded with a smile. “Must have been an amazing day, then!” He glanced at his wife and they both chuckled. They continued on talking about work or how the lawn should be taken care of, as they always did. No need to further inquire into their daughters’ lives. Fine was fine by them.

Jane looked over at Catie and her sister gave her a small smile. Jane was grateful for how quick Catie had been to cover for her. She knew what would happen if her parents found out about that day. The conversation would have gone something like this:

“How was your day, girls?” Mrs. Gracey would ask.

“Terrible,” Jane would say quietly. Her head down, continuing to eat her dinner.

“Oh?” Her mother would ask, concerned, “How so?”

“I had another panic attack. Worse this time.”

“Another?” Mr. Gracey would say, alarmed. “What do you mean by another?”

“I mean I had a panic attack about a few weeks ago, but this one was so much worse. I felt like I was going to die.”

“Did you know about this?” Mrs. Gracey would ask her sister, anger rising in her voice.

“We didn’t want to upset you,” Catie would say sheepishly.

Both of their parents would let out long, tired sighs.

“How could you keep this from us?” Mr. Gracey would say.

“You got this from me, didn’t you?” Mrs. Gracey’s eyes would brim with tears. “I was afraid this was going to happen. I’ve always been so anxious.”

“This is selfish of you to keep this from us.”

“Should have seen a doctor.”

“We’re your parents!”

“You need to see a therapist. I’m calling a therapist.”

“How could you let yourself get so upset over nothing?”

“Maybe they can get you on some type of medication.”

“You’ve always been so much of a handful. Both of you.”

“It’s all my fault.”

“Why couldn’t you be normal for once?”

“It’s all my fault.”

“Nuisance. The both of you.”

“Should never have let you watch all those scary movies.”

“Should never have had kids in the first place.”

That is what they would have said. Or, at least that is what Jane thought they would have said. In truth, she had no way of knowing how her parents would have reacted to the day’s incident, but the truth didn’t matter. What mattered was the fear. The fear that all those things that ran in her head could be true. And what could be true is always more terrifying than the truth itself. Jane wrapped the spaghetti around her fork like the scream that was caught in her throat and ate it.

***
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That night, Jane could barely sleep. She tossed and turned, her mind unable to rest itself. The memories of the day swirled behind her eyelids like a cyclone. How the walls of the classroom seemed to blind her, how the sound of the chalk hitting the board pierced her ears, how her heart felt as if it were going to burst out of her chest. Shame came over her in waves, in and out, she wondered how long it would take until the entire school knew about her panic attacks, how Courtney would spread the gossip around the halls like wildfire. Or worse yet, if it were to happen again, how long would it take until one of her teachers told her parents? Then she would feel even worse. Not only was she having these horrible feelings, but she’d been keeping them from her own mother and father.

“What’s wrong?” Catie’s half-asleep voice broke through the storm.

“Nothing,” Jane said, quickly. “Just having a little insomnia, that’s all. Go back to sleep.”

“I know your insomnia roll. That’s not it. You have something on your mind. Is it about today?”

“What do you mean? What happened today?”

She heard her sister lift herself up from her bed. “Don’t play dumb. About your panic attack. It’s bothering you.”

The jig was up. Of course her mom and dad weren’t able to catch it, but her twin, her mirror could see through her as if she were a clear pane of glass. Jane sighed and lifted herself up as well.”Yeah. I’m scared.”

“I know,” Catie said softly. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“What’s there to talk about,” she gave a wry chuckle. “It’s a problem. If it gets worse, I’ll deal with it.”

“I don’t think this is something that you can deal with.”

“Compared to all the other stuff we’ve had to deal with? The Weeping Widow? Vampires? The Grim Reaper? I think I’ve got this.”

“I meant see someone. Like a therapist or taking medication,” Catie said with a sigh, again she was able to see through the act. “It’s not something to be ashamed of. People do it all the time.”

“I’m not a ashamed of it,” Jane snapped, to her surprise. “I just don’t think I need those things, you know?”

“I think you do. This could get worse.”

“Not if I work at it.”

“How are you going to work at it?” Catie’s voice grew tighter, it was the biggest sign that she was growing even more frustrated.

“Don’t worry about it. I can ignore it,” Jane felt her hands starting to sweat.

“But I am worried Jane. You can’t ignore this away!”

“Just. . . just shut up, okay? Go back to sleep! I don’t want to talk about this anymore!” Jane landed on her bed and turned her back towards her sister. She heard Catie give an exasperated sigh and then she too fell back onto her bed. Jane shut her eyes tight again, now her worries were tainted with anger. Therapy would cost too much money. It would bother her parents too much, they’d ask her over and over how she was feeling like they were stepping through a mine field. Besides, she could handle it herself, right? She could control her emotions just as easy as walking, right? It wouldn’t be that much of a problem? It wouldn’t be that hard? 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





