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  For anyone who might be afraid of hope’s despair in disappointment, but still dreams and pushes towards it’s comfort, if only in these words, I am with you. So also for myself.







  
    
      And I can’t take these feelings with me, so hopefully, they disperse.


    

    
      —  Kendrick Lamar, “FEAR.”
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Standing on that sidewalk, the paved path along a major outer-city road, I didn’t feel sad or anything like that. I just felt ready. Looking down the dark empty lane barely kept alive by the streetlights, looking at the headlights of the jeep speeding my way, waiting for the perfect moment to take the step, I felt ready. 

The song playing in my head was so happy and calm and soothing and peaceful, because it was like I had hope again. Those headlights were my way out, or at least they were supposed to be. 

I remember thinking, this is it this time, it has to be, this is my way out. 

I would’ve preferred a truck though. A classic manga trope that way, hit by a truck and then getting to go on some incredible adventure somewhere else. Somewhere better. It couldn’t be that hard for somewhere else to manage ‘better’. 

I held a firm grasp on the purple vest of my QuikMart uniform. It didn’t feel like cotton, it felt like everything I failed at, couldn’t become, couldn’t do, the never-ending list. The jeep was almost close enough.

This better work. Please work? Am I so pathetic that I can’t even do this right? I mean, I can’t be that bad, right? I need this sick joke of a life to end. Not so much to ask for, but every time, every single time, whenever I try to— 

The jeep suddenly sped up, shifting back my focus and forcing me to re-estimate the timing of the step.

Almost, almoooost, aaaand, now!

It wasn’t really a step, it was more like I leapt. I had never known headlights could feel so warm. 

But the driver must’ve been a Hamilton, he had the reaction time to swerve despite my best effort and timing. The screeching tires were just a loud unpleasant sound at the time but it echoed in my mind even after, continuing to grate my ears to feed my sense of worthlessness with the mocking fact that I failed again.  

It was far from correct, not even close to how I wanted the picture I painted in my mind to leap into life because even with the narrowest margin of failure, the jeep swerved and avoided me. And unable to stabilize afterwards it screeched and barreled over the divider between the road’s opposing lanes, right into the path of an oncoming 18-wheel truck. But even with that close-by collision I remained alive and unharmed.

All at once, more tires screaming, high-speed metal crashing and crumpling against more of the same, some shattering glass hiding beneath that, and the closing sequence of the jeep flipping afterwards.

As the symphony of an accident faded away into a bitter cruel night my mind started speeding to catch up with reality and my heartbeat. 

I was livid. Completely furious, there were no thoughts in my head, only anger. Because again, again my way out was taken away from me. Again after so much thought and build up to bring myself to the right means and moment, in a split instant everything I hoped for turned into nothing. It wasn’t just jumping in front of a jeep, it was finding the will and energy to be there and do it when getting out of bed could take almost everything I had. 

It got quiet again quickly. But not for long, I slumped down to the ground and my frustration found its way out in a scream that tried to match the tires that were still screeching in my head. 

My uselessness, helplessness, and inability to do anything right. On the pitch cold road they made me hate the Hamilton that stole my death. I envied how he could die since I couldn’t do that right.

Somewhere under my screaming the realization had finally set in that I simply couldn’t kill myself, it wasn’t possible. 

Every time I tried pills my hand started shaking and my body stopped listening to me until I dropped them. The same happened until I got down when I was supposed to kick the chair. Guns weren’t accessible enough for me to try but I felt sure the same bodily response would stop any direct attempts like that. So I tried to hire someone to do it for me, and even then something always got in the way, every single time. I couldn’t kill myself. But logic was never one to spare feelings so even with the realization, in that moment, it still felt like my own failure.

Despite all the hopeful build up and self-hyping to find the will, a part of me thought the same bodily response would happen when I tried to jump in front of the jeep. Maybe it would’ve if my timing was actually perfect, but it wasn’t, so my cruel cursed fate chose to show off it’s agility and mock me like that instead. 

I couldn’t die like I wanted. I pounded my fists on the road until my pinkies were bloody red, screaming and crying, and I hit myself in the head as hard as I could knowing it would be fruitless. Because I couldn’t die and that was my curse.
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I couldn’t afford the downtime and I was unharmed physically so I worked at the mart like usual over the days that followed. It wasn’t a demanding job anyway.

On the outskirts of a small city, it was an old gas-station convenience store that didn’t see many customers. My job was basically just to be there and sometimes sweep a little or restock something. That still felt like too much.

I had accepted my condition of being immune to suicide, but I didn’t give up on finding a way, I wasn’t one to quit easily. After all, I wasn’t ‘quitting’ on life, I was pursuing a way out of it. So I started researching and reading what I could, especially at work. Finding the energy for that felt more manageable than anything else because I was looking for hope of the last thing that should’ve actually been within my control.

I started by searching the obvious of my condition or curse but instead of finding anyone else like me, I found suggestions to see a doctor, posts calling my thinking ‘a dissociative or maniacal episode’, links to mental health resources, philosophical questions about immortality, pages saying suicide is bad, blah blah blah. 

Digging a bit deeper I did manage to find something more positive. It was a community of people that all believed they were right about their inability to die. But they thought that they were collectively one God so no, still wasn’t the right result. 

That felt like a dead-end search so I took it from another angle and started reading about death instead. 

My thinking went something like, My state is clearly supernatural or not-human so if I can’t find others online, then I shouldn’t be looking for the literal answers. Myths and legends seem like my best bet. So how do immortals normally die in those stories? 

Ass on my stool, chin on the counter next to the register, and my hands stretched out holding my phone ahead of my face, my fingers tapped along with the haptic feedback of the digital keyboard as I continued my search. 

Okay, so they normally die to some loophole or ass pull specific to their immortality … yeah … that doesn’t help me at all. And I don’t want to just sit around waiting to stumble into the loophole of the ass pull. I’ll start from the end goal and read about death then. Honestly, its feeling more and more stupid and pointless, but what else do I even have?

It turned out there was a lot to read about death so that went on for some time. Between my normal distractions and scrolling and finding excuses to avoid my roommates, my slow but desperate attempt dragged on for a couple of months.

As I became more and more numb, and my goal felt further and further away, I didn’t even realize I was spending effort looking for a tedious hint, I was just monotonously looking at death. My goal started feeling so far away that I started taking sluggish unmotivated steps towards it.

Still, those tiny steps by reading about death became a little work-time habit. Like my daily choice of nuts to put under the counter for a snack when needed. 

While I was in the middle of that routine, an astonishing number of two customers came in back-to-back. I stopped reading about the supposedly reliable reapers and put my phone down on the counter to mentally prepare myself for the influx of work heading my way. 

There was always a chance of that on Saturday mornings when people were more likely to change things up and pass along my particular side of hell.

They lined up at the counter. The woman in brightly colored cycling-wear was first. She had a basket of snacks and sandwiches and her clothes and shoes looked brand-new but her short salt and pepper hair was messy and undyed as if she wanted to show off how busy and stressed she was. 

Then behind her was this tall man, taller than me even, some shades darker than me too. He wore all black with black collars on his wrists and neck and several silver chains hanging all over. His hair was straightened and spiked up to complete his dark ensemble, and maybe it was the way he looked like a reaper in his 20s or 30s that made him more attractive to me.

I started scanning the woman’s items and she took a long glance at my phone. I was reading about an early personification of death and some omens, so that was on the screen with a not-so-friendly looking picture.

“Umm, excuse me young lady. Look I don’t mean to judge you or anything, but that kind of demonic and evil stuff you’re reading is putting out a lot of negative energy right now.” 

I blinked at her, “ … What?”

“You can read whatever you want, that’s your call, and I respect that. But in this space, I’m the customer and I really don’t need this right now,” the woman elaborated without really elaborating. 

I locked the phone and it turned over, revealing only the back of my innocent phone case with a picture of a young girl and boy playing a violin and piano. “There. Now do you want your food or not?”

She folded her arms and leaned to one side, seemingly more annoyed, “I want you to acknowledge what you did wrong and reassure me that it won’t happen again. I have to eat food from here, like this? I thought it was a QuikMart not a cult.”

My eyes couldn’t contain my disbelief so they widened with an open-mouth smile because it was the amusing level of aggravating. I looked at the other customer and he was just scratching his head.

“Well in a way I understand how you feel ma’am. Because this is my place of work and I need to sit here for hours. But now you’re in here talking all this shit and leaving these shit particles in the space where I’ll need to work.”

“Oh my god! You’re attitude is absolutely horrible! What is your name young lady? I need to report this.” 

“Oh! Go right ahead! It’s Olive Four! Olive like the oil and four like the number. You can count, right? It’s one, two, three, then four, since it seems like you might not know.”

She scoffed, rolled her eyes and shook her head all in one quick movement before making her way to the door without her food.

“Very good idea to leave! I already cut myself you think I won’t cut you? Try me again and find out! And don’t forget to tell my manager, tell the police too, tell the Pope too! See if anyone takes you seriously.”

I quickly gathered the snacks and sandwiches back into the basket and threw it on the floor to make space for the next customer.

“Next, please!” 

He slowly put down a 6-pack of energy drinks with an exaggerated exhale.

“You’re not offended by my evil energy too, are you?” I asked him.

“Naaah tall bird, I don’t want all that smoke. Plus look at me. I’m on your side,” he spoke slowly, and that helped cool the simmer still in my speech.

“Fair enough.” I quickly scanned his single choice and handed it back to him.

“What were you reading?” He asked instead of leaving.

“Myths about the origins of death.”

“Yeah? Which?”

“Well … The one I was reading said old people used to shed their skin back into youth like snakes, but it scared the children who wanted them to stay the same, so they stayed as is until they started dying instead. She saw a subheading and a drawing of the skinning.”

His slow-talking deadpan face stayed the same but the topic must’ve appealed to him because he leaned onto the counter. With him closer, the smell of weed reached my nose.

No wonder he doesn’t want my smoke when he has a better one.

“Mmm … yeah, that could surprise someone. Sounds like good stuff though. You looking for something specific related to death, or just curious?”

“No I—” I didn’t want to go into too much of it, he wouldn’t have believed me anyway. “I’m just interested in physical representations of death or death deities. Would be cool to find that in real life, right?”

“For sure. But why are you reading that old news then? If you want to find it today, read about the weird shit happening today.” He nonchalantly unraveled months of my effort with one pull. Although it still probably wasn’t that much effort for normal people.

“Oh … like strange events and rumors? Yeah that’s a good point, why didn’t I think of that?” Because I’m an idiot that doesn’t even deserve to die when I want to, that’s why.

“I can give you a head start too. Look up ‘Uomo di Mal Occhio’ on reddit, I can’t remember the sub but it’s one about creepy pics. It’s just photos but it lines up with a story Granny used to tell me. A silver eel, or a silk eel, or a black eel, some kind of eel, I don’t know fish. The Devil made it an emissary and it turned into a guy. Kept the dead eyes and jagged teeth. It would kill people with a long enough stare. Stayed slippery like an eel too, could never get caught killing.”

“Thanks, that helps, are you staying in the city?” His note was helpful but there was still more he could help with. “I’d love a good way to say thank you…” I said while playing with my braided hair in a step towards him pulling it because what could be more obvious than a cliché.

“Naaah, I’m from down south. Far down south. Just passing through. Going with the wind. Living is faster as the crow flies.”

“True. True.” I nodded as if I understood in the moment. “But you’re here now, right, so are you staying in the city? For how much longer?” 

“Already on the drive out, so don’t worry about it. And good luck!” He made his way to the door, flapping his arms like wings and going, “Caw! Caw!”

Damn. If not some release, it really seemed like he might find a way to kill me.
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Finding the eel post he mentioned wasn’t easy. After a couple days of my slow trying I thought maybe it got deleted or he remembered it wrong. 

A normal search online wasn’t enough because of how many posts from bigger but irrelevant groups came up, so I had to look for the creepy pics subreddits and then search for ‘Uomo di Mal Occhio’ within them. Doing that was easy and repetitive enough for me to see it through.

The post was in a community called ‘grimacing_imaging’. There weren’t a lot of members, understandable since it had a dumb name and unoriginal concept. Not many upvotes either, it was just two pictures and a title that could barely pass as unsettling.

The first picture was of a narrow cobblestone street in a typical preserved medieval town. 

On one side there were a few people standing, chatting, smiling and laughing. On the other there was a café with the usual chairs and tables and customers outside, along with the big umbrella canopy covering all of it. From the resolution and the way people were dressed it was clear that it wasn’t an old picture.

There was one person that stood out the most, a tall Asian man sitting alone outside the café. Even with his race, his complexion and outfit weren’t that different from anyone else in the crowded picture. But he had an intense, almost menacing, stare as he looked at someone in the group across the street.

No food or drink or coffee in front of him, not even a cigarette or ashtray. Then in the second picture, the man he was staring at was collapsing. The clock tower in the background showed an almost ten-minute difference, but despite the time and how everyone around him was showing some kind of reaction to the one in need of help, the man staring was in the same position, still staring. 

The connection to the silk eel story was clear in that way at least. 

No name on the café, but the clock tower looks familiar … Ahhh, Alessia your annoying bragging was actually good for something. 

When I was still enrolled in university, a classmate took every chance to go on about her ‘magical experience’ in a small town a few provinces away. She kept calling it a little gem of a find and I couldn’t forget the photo she’d always use to recommend it to people. It made me want to smash her phone on her head, but that same clock tower was in the silk eel post. 

After remembering that, it was easy to check her social media and find the name of the place. San Minato.

Okay, medieval, tower, stones and old buildings. Not all that special. The rolling hills look pretty but it also looks like it’ll be a pain in the ass to get to the town without a car. Aside from that view, the nature on the other side must be the special part. With the truffles and the … ah, olive groves.

I remember this place now. I was early or mid teens, I think? All those olive groves. Even if that’s not unique, when I first found this one it felt like I had to go there later in life for the sake of my name, and eat some fancy food with truffles to celebrate my success. Thinking back on those horrible years I don’t know how I managed to even have a goal. 

Somehow I had more strength then, and hope, and believed I could do anything despite everything else, and even had some real smiles now and then. I was just as stupid but at least I didn’t know it yet. 

Some olive groves, that was my big stupid goal. But then I had too much bad luck for it to be called anything but torture. Again and again and again and again I failed and fell lower until now where there’s too many bad moments to remember. It makes no sense. I’m not that dumb, I’m not that horrible, how did I end up here? Why did I end up like this? Why didn’t anyone actually help me?

There was a slip there. An old picture of some olive groves slipped through the steel cage and armor around my heart and hit me. I took a break from looking into the town to cry head down on the counter, and it felt kind of good. It wasn’t often I felt enough to cry.

* * *

It took a couple days of scrolling my round of apps online to get me back to looking at the town. I needed something comfortable and easy to pass time and recover some energy, but I did get back to it. 

Trying to visit San Minato wasn’t only a desperate and unlikely attempt to track down some supposed carrier of death anymore, it was a last gift to my past self, the version of me that was still worth something in potential. 

And more importantly, it seemed plausible that doing that and connecting to who I used to be could be a way of breaking my curse. If my cursed state was some ethereal slug that was nothing more than a clump of flesh in the human world, maybe reconnecting to when I felt more like a person could’ve helped me to become one that could die again. The thought process went something like that.

That fed in some hope to get me moving a bit more, but affording a trip there was a challenge by itself. My job was enough to keep me alive in a shared apartment but didn’t allow for much else. Even if I stripped down to bare-bones living it would take months to afford the travel alone. 

Doing more to earn more while in that state definitely wasn’t easy either, it didn’t even feel possible. At times I felt so low and lifeless I thought that even if I had the money I wouldn’t go anywhere with it. 

I couldn’t get money, but I was also past the point of being saved by it, so up until then the tight squeeze of getting by had to be enough. 
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