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Crash into Me














The third time I tried to kill myself







I used a rope. I picked the clothesline from the basement. I figured the cord didn’t have to be real strong because I wasn’t going to drop off a bridge or from a tree. I needed it just strong enough to kill me.


I’ve tried to kill myself six times; seven if you count walking down the median strip near the trucks and thinking of jumping in front of them. I suppose that doesn’t really count. I didn’t do anything that time except walk and practice falling off the curb into traffic. Everyone (mostly my mom, the psychiatrists, my two counselors) says that if I wanted to die, I would pick more lethal methods. Rope, I think, is pretty lethal.


The car slows. Frank turns off the expressway.


The third try was my angriest, my most dangerous. I put that thin white cord around my neck and tied a slipknot. Then I pulled it so tight that I pinched the skin on my neck and made myself pass out—but not die. I did end up with a bruise from rope burn that I couldn’t explain away. I was in the psych hospital for ten days that time.


The car turns again onto a smaller road.


“How long until we can stop for the bathroom?” Jin-Ae moans from the front seat. Her voice squeaks.


“One minute,” replies Frank.


I don’t speak. I’m thinking about the rope and my third try, because this time I think I may use a rope again.


We turn into the parking lot. I spot Audrey inside Dunkin’ Donuts. She bolts up from the table. I wondered if we would know her right away since she never posted her picture, but her crew cut, the buzz, is unmistakable. She knows us. I watch her grab her pack from the floor and zoom past the counter. Audrey slams out the door toward us.


“Bathroom?” Jin-Ae asks.


Frank nods. He turns off the engine. Jin-Ae opens her door, starts to step out but stops to watch Audrey. I like being in the backseat where I can watch them both. Outside, Audrey heaves her cup at the trash can. It misses. She doesn’t stop, just keeps bounding toward the car.


“She’s in a rush,” Frank comments.


“Nothing like a four-way suicide pact to get you going in the morning,” Jin-Ae says. She’s always a bit loud, angry, abrasive, something.


Audrey is at Frank’s window. “Let’s go,” she says.


“Down, girl,” replies Jin-Ae, finally stepping outside the car. “Gotta pee.”


“Can’t we get going? I hate this town,” Audrey whines. She leans in to look at me. “A pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. You all look different in person.”


“She’s in a hurry,” Jin-Ae says to Frank, mocking Audrey.


“Come on,” Audrey replies. “Mush, dogs.”


Frank seems to smile at that comment. “Couple minutes. We need to stretch a little,” he says to Audrey. “Been driving for hours already.”


Jin-Ae points to the purple scar across Audrey’s forehead. “So that’s what a frying pan can do.”


Audrey grunts but doesn’t answer.


Frank gets out, takes Audrey’s bag, and walks to the trunk. Audrey climbs into the backseat, near me, without saying another word.


I scramble out. We use the toilets, and then load up on doughnuts, and head north. None of us talk. We know where we’re going, and what’s in store.


 


MAYBE I SHOULDN’T HAVE COME ON THIS TRIP. I DON’T EVEN want to talk to them. It’s so much easier to talk to people on the computer. You don’t have to look at their faces. You can walk away. You can write whatever you want and then turn the computer off. I like it that way. Farther away from people.


“I’m officially a runaway now,” Audrey says, once we’re on the road again.


“What?” says Jin-Ae, turning from the front seat to look at her. “No wonder you’re in such a hurry. Are we going to have the cops after us? Amber Alert and all that crap?”


“Just kidding.” Audrey shakes her head. “I left a note.”


“Suicide note?”


“No. I told my mom that I needed time to get my head together, and that I was staying at a friend’s house for a while. She’ll call my cell phone and yell, but she won’t call the cops.”


Frank turns the music up loud. “She better not,” he yells.


“Won’t matter in two weeks anyway,” I mutter. No one hears me.


“Then how’d you get away from the folks, Frank?” Audrey hollers. “You tell ’em you’re going on the celebrity suicide road trip?”


“No need to shout.” He smirks, turning the music down. “And I don’t know what you mean. I’m home. Like I told you, my parents are in Germany for a month. My brother is supposed to be watching me. Told him to cover for me or I’d narc him out for his weed.”




“Really?” says Jin-Ae, excited. She grabs his arm. “Extortion?”


“Nice,” says Audrey. She rearranges herself in the backseat, turning sideways with her feet resting against my legs, which makes me a little nervous. I’m not used to being touched. “All right you two, how about it?”


Jin-Ae says, “Hang on.” She bends down, shuffling through her pocketbook.


Audrey, in the meantime, opens a small bag and pulls out a CD. She taps Frank on the shoulder with the case. “Nirvana.”


He shakes his head. “Not yet. You have plenty of time.”


“Two weeks,” I say. Again, it doesn’t seem like anyone hears me.


Audrey mumbles something I don’t understand, and drops the disc onto the front seat between him and Jin-Ae. Frank turns right, following the turnpike signs.


“Here,” Jin-Ae says, handing Audrey a piece of paper. “Our itinerary.” She smirks. I spot our high school letterhead. I lean over, rereading with Audrey the list of fifteen colleges and universities that she and I are supposedly visiting.


“Nice fake. Federal offense, but nice forgery anyway.”


“Works because we’re from the same town,” Jin-Ae explains. Audrey hands the paper to me, stares at me as if I should talk. Finally I do.


“Jin-Ae talked my mom into the phony college tour,” I say. “My dad is in California, but they don’t talk to each other, anyway.”


“I even convinced them that there was a fee,” Jin-Ae says, “so we both have some money.”


I thought Audrey would be impressed by that comment, but she doesn’t seem to care. “How long until Boston?” she asks. We’re back on the highway now. Jin-Ae adjusts the mirror on her visor. For a second, I can see her face. Then nothing but dark hair. Audrey pulls out a pack of cigarettes.


“Five hours,” says Frank. Audrey leans forward, offering Jin-Ae and Frank a cigarette. Frank shakes his head. “Don’t smoke in the car, okay?” Audrey snaps the pack closed and sits back, hard.


According to MapQuest, Forest Hills Cemetery in Jamaica Plain, now part of Boston, Massachusetts, is 294 miles from the Cherry Hill Mall in New Jersey. Pictures on Google show a massive castlelike exterior and gate. If we’re lucky, we’ll arrive before rush hour and before the cemetery closes for the evening. I’d hate for our first stop to include jumping fences, especially in the dark.


Audrey keeps talking. “So, Jin-Ae, why do you get to pick first? You say ‘head north’ and we just have to follow?”


I find myself answering before Jin-Ae can speak. “Audrey, it’s best to start on the East Coast. Everybody gets one suicide.”




“Oh,” says Audrey, “that’s a cute pun there, Fact Boy. Nobody kills themselves more than once, right?”


“We share any extras,” says Frank, taking her attention away from me. No one seems to see me shrink.


“I should have picked two,” Audrey says, sitting back, folding her arms across her chest. “Three, even.”


“E. E. Cummings and Eugene O’Neill are also buried there,” Jin-Ae offers.


“Good research,” Audrey says sarcastically. “Who were they?”


“Poet and playwright.”


“Suicides?”


“No.” Jin-Ae taps her nails on the window, obviously irritated.


“Then why are we going to see them?”


“We’re not,” Jin-Ae rebuffs. “First stop is Anne Sexton.”


Audrey looks at me, ignoring Jin-Ae. “Bring any of their poetry?”


I shake my head, then look away.


“Hell, Audrey,” says Jin-Ae. “None of us probably ever read anything by them. Anyone?” Jin-Ae’s nail points to each of us. No answers. “See.”


“They’re famous,” Frank states.


“They’re dead,” says Audrey.


“Amen,” replies Jin-Ae.




Celebrity Suicide Road Trip List and Schedule




	Anne Sexton—Boston, Massachusetts (Jin-Ae)


	Hunter S. Thompson—Woody Creek, Colorado (me)


	Ernest Hemingway—Sun Valley, Idaho (Frank)


	Kurt Cobain—Seattle, Washington (Audrey)


	Death Valley, California (end of the road)







Options and Side Excursions: Anyone else interesting who we agree on on the way.





IN SPITE OF FRANK, AUDREY LIGHTS A CIGARETTE. THE OTHERS don’t seem to notice. Audrey takes a big, long drag and then blows smoke right into the front seat.


Jin-Ae reacts first. “What the hell?”


I feel the car jolt. Frank jams on the brakes, slowing us to the speed limit. Ahead, a state trooper cruises in the right lane. Frank obviously doesn’t want a ticket. How strange, even when you plan to die, instinct can take over. Or maybe he just doesn’t want the trip interrupted. Even so, we gain steadily.


Audrey lays back, real far, head moving below the window. She holds the cigarette out in front of her face. “I was gonna make us T-shirts,” she says. “I thought that might be fun.”


“Isn’t that a bit over the top?” Frank mumbles around the bite of doughnut in his mouth.




“Are you crazy?” Jin-Ae snaps. I think she’s talking to Audrey. “Put that out.”


“I think we’re all crazy,” Audrey says, still smoking


Then the smell hits me. That is not a normal cigarette.


I think Audrey is holding a joint. I haven’t seen one in real life; only pictures, like in health class or on TV, but I can tell, especially because of the smell.


Audrey peeks out the window again, mouths something that I can’t make out, something she doesn’t want the others to hear.


I shrug.


Again she moves her lips without a sound. This time I get it: cops.


“Out!” Jin-Ae says louder.


“Okay.”


Jin-Ae unrolls her window, and I smell something sweet, maybe vanilla, one of the girls’ perfume mixing with the smoke. Out of view, Audrey holds the joint in her left hand, tapping the lit end so it will stop burning. She stays hunkered down out of sight of the police.


“Navigator?” says Frank. He seems oblivious to the smell and the joint. A few doughnut crumbs fall from his chin. “You still have the directions?”


“He can’t be navigator from the backseat,” Audrey says. Again, she mouths something to me, asking something. I don’t know what she means.




“Yes, Frank. I do,” I reply. I brought downloads of maps, encyclopedia entries, everything. And the computer in my lap has a satellite connection.


“Well?”


“Stay north onto the parkway, next exit, toward New York,” I say to Frank. Audrey looks up, making eye contact.


“Is that weed?” Frank blurts out. “You got to be kidding. Aud—”


“Everybody hush,” Jin-Ae interrupts.


The trunk of the police cruiser rides next to Jin-Ae’s door. In a second we’ll be right alongside the patrol car.


“I like the idea of T-shirts,” chimes in Jin-Ae, hair blowing in all directions. “And be totally cool.”


Audrey grimaces. She turns her head, peeking outside. Then she looks at me, opens her mouth. In goes the joint.


Outside, the police car pulls level with us. I turn and look at the trooper, who is wearing dark sunglasses. Below the window and out of view, Audrey chews and swallows. The officer gazes toward me. I smile weakly.


 


“HAS ANYONE EVER BEEN TO BOSTON BEFORE?” AUDREY ASKS. She’s quite the talker. I wonder if that’s from the joint. I wonder if you can get high by eating marijuana. I think I’ll look that up later.


“Don’t do that again, Audrey,” Frank snaps.




“Fine,” she replies. “It was my only one anyway. So answer the question. Ever been to Boston?”


“Yes,” says Frank. He’s from Westchester, New York; lives closer to Boston than all of us from Jersey.


“I haven’t really been anywhere,” says Jin-Ae. “We vacation at the Jersey Shore. And I’ve been to Philly. But not once to New York. Pisses me off. My parents came all the way from Korea, and I haven’t gone anywhere except Baltimore on an eighth-grade class trip.”


“When?” Audrey asks Frank, not commenting on anything Jin-Ae said. I spot a sign for the Tappan Zee Bridge.


“Seventh grade. My dad took us to see Red Sox–Yankees at Fenway Park.”


“I’m really pissed off that the Red Sox won the World Series,” Jin-Ae says. “I liked that they were cursed, heartbroken. I mean, I’m not a baseball person, but I believe in suffering. Bad luck. Bad life.”


“Interesting attitude,” snips Audrey. Jin-Ae’s nails tap something again, making that rat-a-tat sound. In less than two hours I can spot how they might fight over the next weeks.


“I don’t like that happy, celebrate crap. Life sucks. Why pretend it doesn’t because you hit a ball with a stick better than some others? You give people false hope. People still die.”


“Yeah,” Audrey says. “But just because your life sucks doesn’t mean other people can’t be happy. If they like baseball, they could be happy in Boston.”


“Yankees fans weren’t happy then,” Frank says. He grabs something from the seat and tosses it, without looking, toward Audrey. She ignores him.


“That’s totally ridiculous,” Jin-Ae replies to Audrey.


“No. It’s people being different than you,” Audrey counters. “They don’t live your life.” If she’s high, shouldn’t she be giggly or happy?


“Baseball is made-up stuff. It doesn’t matter. It’s a game.”


“Not if it makes them happy.”


I reach over and pick up the thing Frank threw. It’s a Yankees cap.


“It’s grown men with weird hats, running around with part of a tree, and gloves on,” Jin-Ae persists.


Audrey grins. “I’ll agree with that. But they could be happy.”


“They’re just kidding themselves.”


“Hey, there’s the bridge,” Frank interrupts.


Audrey snatches the cap from my hand. “Mine,” she blurts, like a two-year-old. She pulls it down on her head.


The road winds down, curving, then out across the river. The bridge looms, looking miles long, stretching out then up over the water. I find myself holding my breath. A very cool sight. I hadn’t thought about what else we might see other than the graves.




“When we get to the middle of the bridge, look to the right. You can see down river about twenty miles to New York,” says Frank.


Audrey leans forward, puts her mouth against his ear. “When we get to the middle, you could stop the car. We could just all jump now.”


His lips purse tightly together. Then I see him shake his head. “No. The deal was at the end.”


“Oh yeah.” She giggles. “Loyalty to the pack.”


“Pact,” says Jin-Ae, stressing the t at the end of the word.


“Suicide Dogs.” Franks smiles, saying our name out loud for the first time. I like the sound, the family heritage.


“Woof, woof,” Audrey barks into Frank’s ear. He jerks sideways, and the car jumps a little.


“What the—”


“Just trying to save us gas money.” Audrey laughs.


The sun reflects brightly off the water, making me squint. Sure enough, the skyscrapers appear, far away and a bit foggy, but there they are.


“I wonder,” says Jin-Ae, “if you could see the Twin Towers before they fell.”


“Probably,” replies Frank.


I keep my eyes on the skyline as we head down the bridge and the buildings fade from sight.


“Do you think those people who jumped from the Towers—like off the roof because it was burning—I mean, that’s suicide, but does that count as suicide?” asks Jin-Ae.


“Intentionally taking your own life? Suicide,” I say.


“Agreed,” says Frank.


“Not much of a choice.” Audrey pulls out a piece of licorice, starts chewing. “Any other happy topics for us?”


“This is a suicide club,” replies Jin-Ae, chomping a piece of gum. “And speaking of which”—she opens the glove box—“sign this.”


“What?” asks Audrey.


“Our deal.”


Frank shakes his head and looks like he wants to say something, but doesn’t.


Jin-Ae, I think, is the weirdest. She hands a pen to Frank. He signs the paper, on the dashboard, as he drives.


“So what’s it say?” Audrey asks.


“No killing ourselves until the end. Then we all do it. Honor the pact.”


“Honor the pack,” I whisper.


She hands me the pen and paper. I sign my name, then print “Owen” in capital letters next to my signature. Audrey snatches it, roughly. “Want me to sign in blood?” she asks Jin-Ae.


“If you want.”


“You’re cold.”




Jin-Ae turns to face us from the front seat. Her eyes don’t blink at all. “To quote, ‘Beauty is at its most poignant when the cold hand of Death holds poised to wither it imminently.’ Jacqueline Carey.”


“So what?” Audrey counters. “Smart and cold. Hell, cold because you’re smart.”


Jin-Ae laughs. “Well-read.”


“Whatever, just don’t be all Shakespeare on us for the whole trip, okay?”


“Don’t be illiterate, either.”


Now that we’re together, going somewhere in the car, it feels like a family. Maybe what a family should feel like, at least. Sharing. Talking. I don’t really know, which is weird. I don’t know what to say to them.


Audrey stares at Jin-Ae, holds the paper out in front of her, and then bites it. For a second she admires the teeth marks. She drops the contract on the front seat next to Jin-Ae. “Consider that my mark. Us modern illiterates prefer it to an X.”


 


MAYBE I SHOULD SAY HOW IT ALL BEGAN.


Like this, in an instant message:




Jin-Ae: hey owen. that u?


Owen: yes


Jin-Ae: i told u i’d IM u when i got out




Owen: when was that?


Jin-Ae: 3 oclock today





School sent both of us to Hastings Hospital on the same day, back in February, for different things. She had her arms all cut up, sliced. They sent me because I wrote a poem about dying. When the intake counselor at Hastings asked about the last time I tried to kill myself, I told him about how I tried to smother myself with the plastic bag in my closet. They decided to admit me to the psych unit. I’d been to that fourth floor before. This time, when I got upstairs, Jin-Ae was there.


“You go to West, don’t you?” she asked, walking right up to me before I’d even gotten to my room.


She’s like that. In your face. Except with her family.


 


FRANK DRIVES FAST, AT LEAST FOR ME. I CAN SEE THE SPEEDOMETER, and the needle is hovering around seventy-five. He drives faster than I’m used to, and that is a little scary, only I don’t say anything. My mother drives slower, and we’re hardly ever on the highway.


Even though we know one another online, it feels new getting to know them in person. I keep looking at Audrey’s head and wondering what it would be like to be a girl with a buzz cut, especially with a big scar. Jin-Ae’s hair is so straight, so black, like most Asians, only I hope I’m not stereotyping. Frank’s different than I’d expected, lankier and more messy. I keep thinking someone should comb his hair.


 


WE MADE A LIST:


Top Ten Bizarre Ways to Kill Yourself




10. Walk in front of a subway car.


   9. Put a plugged-in hairdryer in the bathtub with you.


   8. Starve yourself to death in jail.


   7. Cut yourself, then swim in the ocean with sharks.


   6. Jump into a volcano.


   5. Pay someone to beat you to death.


   4. Lock yourself in a freezer.


   3. Smash yourself in the head with a frying pan (like Audrey).


   2. Stick yourself with a thumbtack ten thousand times.


   1. Froot Loops and Drano.





AFTER FOUR HOURS EVERYONE GETS FUSSY. JIN-AE TAPS HER NAILS A lot, on the window or the door handle. Frank holds the wheel real loose, sometimes only with his fingers. Audrey wiggles her toes inside her pink socks (shoes off), and isn’t afraid to move around. She puts her feet under her, on the seat, on the headrest, on the window. The girl has jitters.




We make it through Boston and to the cemetery quicker than MapQuest says. The gate looks like it’s from medieval England. The graveyard is fancy, fancier than any I have ever seen.


“This is it,” says Jin-Ae, stretching.


When we drive through the gate, the place seems to go on and on, so big and perfect. Not like the little cemeteries I went to before, in Cherry Hill. At home, graveyards don’t look anything like this one. We see a sign with an arrow: office.


“They have an office?” Frank sounds surprised.


“Someone has to mow the grass and schedule the burials,” Jin-Ae points out.


Off to the right, down past a row of headstones, is a small building, like a minihouse. Frank parks directly in front.


Audrey bolts out the door once Jin-Ae has climbed out; I’m stiffer and slower.


I can’t imagine that the office gets many visitors like us. We’re visiting our suicide family—our people. I imagine other people have real families here. I like the quiet. Gravestones are just that—stones. I like looking at them, rocks and grass, like they’re part of nature. I take my time and am last going in the door.


Inside, Jin-Ae talks to the woman near a desk, whose soft voice fits the solemn job. “We have several maps.”


“Do you have a lot of people come here then?” Jin-Ae asks.




“Sometimes,” the woman replies. “It goes in spurts.” I notice her glasses and old hair, and by that I mean the kind of hair that young people don’t have—poofy, up, a weird color of white and brown. I wonder if she has dead relatives in here. And then I wonder if she thinks she’ll die and be buried here.


“Bathroom?” Audrey interrupts.


The woman looks at her, pausing for a second, then points toward the back. “Coed, only one.” Audrey nods and half-smiles.


“Could you tell us where to find her?” Jin-Ae continues.


A few minutes later, we’re back in the car with directions to Anne Sexton’s grave. Frank starts the car. As he backs up, I notice the decorations. Some of the graves are quite partylike. I’ve never seen anything like that before: wind chimes, a few birdhouses, Mardi Gras beads draped over the stones. Frank and the others don’t seem to notice or care. One stone has a face engraved on the front. Maybe it’s the dead person. Small picket fences surround two plots. The weirdest thing—a grave with forty little pinwheels sticking in the ground. They’re all the same faded blue, not moving because there’s no wind.


“Nice touch with the school-report thing,” Audrey says, tapping Jin-Ae’s shoulder.


“People like to help. No, actually, people need to help,” says Jin-Ae. “Put yourself in a vulnerable position, and people jump right in to help. That’s messed up. I mean, we could be going there to dig up Anne Sexton’s bones, and that lady in the office would help us shovel.”


As we turn toward the back part of the cemetery, I notice the big mausoleums—buildings of stone. A few with crosses on top. That makes me think of the three little pigs and the wolf trying to blow the houses down: straw, sticks, and these stone tombs.


Audrey nods. “I agree. People are easy to manipulate.”


“I read about some famous guy’s bones being stolen,” says Frank.


“Who?” asks Audrey.


Frank shakes his head. “I forget. An old famous guy. From television.”


I never find people easy to manipulate. Maybe that’s a girl thing. I think it’s very hard to get people to do what you want. I’m not very good at getting people to do what I want. I’m not very good at anything.


 


ANNE H. SEXTON, 1928–1974. HER GRAVE MARKER IS SIMPLE, set off from the road about fifty feet, in a line with all the others. She’s buried with two other people, or at least their names are on her stone: George and Joan. We walk down a small path, over the grass, and stand looking at her grave site. I suppose I should write something about her later, but there’s nothing I can think of that seems important. She’s dead.




“Now what?” Frank asks, placing his hand on the tombstone.


“We’re here,” Jin-Ae starts, “because she was a famous poet.”


“Dead poet,” chimes in Audrey.


“She won the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry.”


“Is there a Pulitzer for Suicide?” Audrey asks.


“We should do a little ceremony,” says Jin-Ae, exhaling, obviously irritated with Audrey’s interruptions. “Everybody sit down. I brought a poem.”


“Serious?” Audrey whispers. Jin-Ae nods, and I spot the book in her right hand. We sit on the grass. Jin-Ae stays standing.


“Remember how I wanted to see Sylvia Plath’s grave?” Jin-Ae begins. “Well, she’s buried in England, but I found a poem by Anne Sexton called ‘Sylvia’s Death,’ about Sylvia Plath’s suicide, so I thought that would be good.”


I’m surprised. First of all, that Jin-Ae has brought a book of poems and planned something here at the grave. I haven’t done anything like that, although there is plenty of time before we get to my choice. Second, I don’t like the poem. Kind of boring.


“I don’t get it,” Audrey says when Jin-Ae finishes.


“You don’t always get poetry, Audrey. Not everyone understands what other people feel.”


Audrey stands. I feel the grass under my palms and wonder how badly Anne Sexton’s corpse has deteriorated. “Well, I don’t understand that poem too much at all,” Audrey continues. “I guess I’m not very poetic. Not well-read.”


As they are talking, I stand and walk over to a grave a few feet away. The headstone is reddish. On the top are a few small pebbles.


“I know why you picked her,” Frank says, still sitting on the grass. “She’s like you, sort of. A writer. Unhappy. Wishing she had someone who understood her. That’s what killed her—being lonely.”


“Poison or a rope is what killed her,” Audrey comments.


“Carbon monoxide,” I whisper. None of them seems to hear me.


I walk back over. “Jewish people put stones on graves when they come visit,” I say. No one reacts. I kneel down. With my fingers I pull a clump of grass from the ground. Then start to dig. I find a tiny pebble about the size of my pinky’s fingernail.


Frank leans back on the grass and keeps talking to Jin-Ae. “You know what I mean. Anne Sexton wrote all of her stuff down, in poems, like you write things down in your journal.”


“Easy on the psychoanalysis, Frank,” Jin-Ae replies.


I balance the stone on top of Anne Sexton’s marker. Then I reach over for the book, which is titled Live or Die. So fitting.


“Look at that grave,” says Audrey, pointing to an older stone nearby. “Nineteen sixty-three. No stones, Owen.” She must have heard me. “Think anyone comes to visit that person?”


“Probably not,” says Frank.


“What’s the point in having a gravestone then?” asks Audrey.


That’s when I start to cry. I don’t know why, but I do.


They want to talk to me, but I just walk back to the car. I don’t say anything.


 


LATER, AS FRANK WINDS US OUT OF THE CEMETERY, AUDREY says, “I don’t want to be buried. When it’s all over, I want to be cremated. Thrown in the Wishkah River, like Kurt. Make sure you put that in there, Owen.”


I hold the computer on my lap.


“You gonna write all the way to Seattle, Owen?” asks Jin-Ae.


Audrey leans forward, touches Jin-Ae’s shoulder. “Cut him a break.”


I still feel sad about the cemetery.




February 21


Jin-Ae: u know any of the kids who killed themselves here in town?


Owen: no


Jin-Ae: i did. one. from East. we went to grade school together. i heard that he did bad on his SATs and that’s why he killed himself




Owen: pressure to succeed academically is a big suicide factor but the main reason teens kill themselves is a break-up


Jin-Ae: i coulda told u that without the textbook talk. how u know that anyway?


Owen: study it





GOING TO VISIT SOMEONE’S GRAVE IS A WEIRD IDEA AND AN interesting experience. Before we started on this trip, back right around Memorial Day weekend, I went around town to a few cemeteries so that I could get the experience. Of course, I didn’t take anyone with me, because that would have been really hard to explain. (I should have invited Jin-Ae, but I didn’t think of it for some reason, probably because I never see her in school.) I think that was just before we made our pact.


The first cemetery I visited is the one I walk past every day on the way to school, the little one on the corner with no headstones, only tiny markers in the ground. That cemetery reeks of old. No new burials in more than one hundred years. That’s more like a museum. I wonder if anyone would notice if they got rid of the place. I walked through the graveyard instead of past it on the sidewalk that day. I’ve never seen one person in there, not even to cut the grass. The letters in the stone are all fading and hard to read. The names are also different than ours, ancient names like Stanley, Agnes, Martha. I touched a lot of those stones and the faded letters. I wondered if any of the people killed themselves. Not like suicide would be carved on the stones, but I wondered. Or, I thought, did they have CSI technology to figure out why people died? Maybe a lot of suicides looked like accidents back then.


I think that was when I decided to kill myself by jumping in front of a truck. I could pretend to fall onto the highway and that way, as an accident, no one would feel really bad.


My two counselors always say things, like, “How do you think your brother James would feel if he found you dead?” Mr. Clark, the school counselor, always asks about my mom. “What about your mother?” I think she would feel bad and sad if I died, of course, but worse if she knew I killed myself. So I think that a fake accident would take away the guilt, maybe. My therapist, Sherri, she wants me to think about the other kids at school, because so many people in my town have committed suicide.


The trucks…That was the only time since we started the Suicide Dogs that I tried to kill myself. I walked out of the cemetery and didn’t go to school. Instead I hiked through the woods and out onto Route 38. I walked along that grassy median strip in the middle between the two lanes of traffic all the way down to the mall, three or four miles. I kept thinking: All I have to do is fall off the curb. I practiced stumbling on the grass, falling down, forward, sprawling, flopping, and landing on the dirt and weeds as the cars drove past. I wanted a truck, a big tractor-trailer, speeding along faster than the speed limit, in the passing lane. That’s all I wanted, a fast truck to fall in front of and be done.


But none came that morning.


About a half mile before the mall, I saw a pile of gray fur on the side of the road. I knew right away it was a dog. The thing looked like one of those little lap dogs, the kind old people keep, because they have nothing else in their lives. I sat down on the grass in the middle of the highway, and stared at that dog as the cars drove past. No one cared or noticed, not about that little dead thing, not about me. I wondered if the old lady missed her dog or if she knew what happened to it. Then I thought maybe the dog killed itself. Maybe not intentional suicide, but by accident, wandering around lost and without a purpose because the old person died.


Dogs are loyal like that; it’s how they love. They can’t help themselves.


When I finally got to the mall, I walked inside and bought a soda. Then, I wondered for a long time why no trucks drove in the fast lane that day.






February 22


Jin-Ae: how come i never see much of u in school?


Owen: im only in 10th grade. u r in 11th


Jin-Ae: did u know the kid who killed himself in 12th grade


Owen: no


Jin-Ae: me either. its weird to meet you in the hospital not the cafeteria





FRANK LETS AUDREY PUT IN HER NIRVANA CD AS WE LEAVE Boston.


“Couldn’t you have brought an iPod?” asks Jin-Ae.


“Mine got stolen.”


“Me too,” says Frank.


Audrey turns up the music. That gets my thoughts rolling again, in spite of her singing along.


I think it must be quiet to be dead. It’s calm in the cemetery, even if there are cars driving past. I wish I could have that kind of silence. Even though I don’t always talk, there are a lot of voices in my head, or maybe it’s my own voice that doesn’t ever seem to stop. Even if the music is real loud.


 


IT’S DUSK NOW. FRANK DOESN’T WANT TO STAY NEAR the cemetery, so he heads west across Massachusetts. The conversation turns to motels and stopping for the night.


“I have a credit card,” Frank says. “My dad’s.” Again, I notice the speedometer’s needle near seventy-five. “I’ll do gas, food, whatever.”


“Maybe,” Jin-Ae says, “we shouldn’t start a paper trail yet since we’ve got a runaway.”


“What if we go to a campground and park there?” says Audrey. “Cheap. Showers. One of us can pay cash.”


“We don’t have a tent, do we?” asks Jin-Ae.


Audrey shrugs. “Don’t need one. Sleep in the car.”


“Actually,” says Frank. “I brought a tent. Says it sleeps three but really sleeps two. It’s one of those pop-up kinds. All you do is pull the plug and it, like, pops up.”


Jin-Ae bangs her head, purposefully, back into the headrest. “You have got to be kidding.”


“Nope,” he replies. “Part of the adventure.”


“Campground it is then!” Audrey leans back, feet on the seat again.


“Where do we find one?” asks Frank. “I’m beat. This has been a lot of driving.”


“Maybe you should share that job.” Jin-Ae grins.


Frank lets out a half-hearted laugh.


“I’ll find one,” I say. I feel really smart in the back with the laptop. “I downloaded all sorts of things about Massachusetts before we left. Plus, satellite Internet.”


“Maybe Owen really can navigate from the backseat,” says Jin-Ae.




I feel myself smiling, which is a funny sensation. “Give me a minute.” I find a Web site, and then a campground. “Montague, Massachusetts. About forty-five minutes away. Twelve dollars for a weeknight tent site. With showers. Camp store.”


“Go Owen,” says Jin-Ae.


The smile feels deeper. I haven’t felt important to anyone in a long time.




February 27


Jin-Ae: do u remember that kid robert from when we were at hastings? i think he got there when you were leaving the hospital


Owen: i’m not sure


Jin-Ae: he’s from maple shade. really short. looks like he’s about 10 yrs old


Owen: yes. y?


Jin-Ae: b/c he found both of his grandparents, dead


Owen: wow


Jin-Ae: he went over to their house and they were both in bed dead from sleeping pills. he called 911


Jin-Ae: cops came before the ambulance


Jin-Ae: he figured out that they killed themselves then he stole the police car. he’s only 12


Owen: no




Jin-Ae: yes. he crashed into the pharmacy down at the end of his street. on purpose


Owen: i heard that story on the news not at hastings. that was him?


Jin-Ae: yes. he freaked out. said he wanted to die too. that’s y he went to hastings


Owen: did he stay long?


Jin-Ae: longer than me


Jin-Ae: i bet that cop’s in trouble for leaving the keys in the car. i saw the drug store. big mess of bricks. he hit the wall. saw it when i got out


Owen: he didn’t look hurt when i saw him


Jin-Ae: air bags


Owen: suicides run in families you know


Jin-Ae: he was upset but he still has a chance b/c he’s not too old, like us


Owen: u can be young and still want 2 die


Jin-Ae: i bet he didn’t really want to die anyway. just get over the pain.





I’M VERY TIRED BY THE TIME WE PULL INTO THE CAMP. NONE of us wants to unpack the trunk and pull out the tent, especially since the sun has set. Instead, Frank simply parks the car in our spot, near the showers. They all climb out, but I close my eyes and lean over on the window. Later, I hear them come back and say something about food, but I’m too tired to reply. Even later, I hear the radio, a baseball game. The only time I stir is when Audrey’s feet flop across my legs.


 


I DREAM OF MY FATHER. HE YELLS AT ME, ONLY I DON’T understand what he is saying. I am a little kid.


My father’s mouth opens. Fangs sprout.


Suddenly I’m awake. Audrey’s feet rest near my face. I feel cold, wishing I had a blanket. Something tastes sweet in my mouth. I realize, slowly, that I’ve bitten the inside of my cheek. Blood.


“Need some more room?” Audrey whispers, moving her feet.


I didn’t realize she was awake. I mumble, pretending I am more asleep than I am. She doesn’t say anything else.


 


“WHAT’S ONE THING YOU WOULD LIKE TO DO BEFORE YOU DIE?” Jin-Ae asks from the front seat. She bites into a doughnut.


“That’s easy!” shouts Audrey. “Go to Seattle!”


We’re back in New York now, done with Massachusetts and heading south toward Interstate 80, where we’ll travel west for a week. The hills are winding, not like South Jersey.


“You’re so predictable,” says Frank. His hair sticks out sideways, messy from sleeping.


“She asked.”


“True.” He nods. “Is this like a last-chance question, Jin-Ae? Like we should be stopping somewhere for your final burger?”


She ignores him. “You’re a freak, Audrey. You know that, don’t you?” Her tone is soft, friendly, muffled a bit by the doughnut in her mouth.


“Ain’t we all?” Audrey sings a few lines of a Nirvana song. “‘Load up on guns. Bring your friends.’”


Jin-Ae rolls her eyes.


I sip a diet soda; breakfast, sort of. The sun feels bright. I wish I had sunglasses.


“Seriously,” Jin-Ae continues, “of all the things in the world, what would you do?”


“I am serious. Out of anything, I want to go to Seattle.”


“I don’t think there’s much left there anymore,” says Frank. “I mean, not the music. How long has Kurt Cobain been dead?” I feel myself staring. On the outside, he seems so normal. Like, why is he here with us? I guess that makes him the scariest.


“April 5, 1994,” Audrey replies, shifting again, reaching for a doughnut from the front seat. “My birthday.”


“Freak!” shouts Jin-Ae. “You know all this stuff, for real?”


“Yup. Besides, I’m no freakier than the quiet kid sitting next to me who knows every stupid fact on the planet about suicide.” Audrey leans back, food in hand. “Wait.” She lays her doughnut on the seat. She pulls off her sweat-shirt. Underneath is a gray T-shirt with Kurt Cobain’s face.


“See this?” she asks, exposing her left shoulder to me. She’s so lean. “That”—she points to a small mark on her upper arm—“is where I burned myself on the anniversary of Kurt’s death this year.”


Frank turns and looks for a good second before turning back to the road. Jin-Ae barely glances at her. To me, the mark looks like a pimple scar or a birthmark, but I don’t say anything.


Frank runs his fingers through his hair, not noticing the crumbs that stick to his scalp. “So what’s your last wish, Owen?”


Traffic, I see, travels as fast as Frank, a regular seventy on the highway.


“I can’t think of anything,” I say.


“Quiet boy speaks,” says Audrey.


Jin-Ae turns to look at me. “You mean that, Owen?”


I shrug.


“Nowhere to visit, go, something before the end?”


I shake my head. “Not really. I mean, this trip is pretty cool.”


“Anything to get out of my town,” Audrey mutters.


“I’d like to go to a football camp,” Frank volunteers.


“I thought you didn’t like football.” Jin-Ae picks her fingernail into her doughnut, carving, like a knife. Her nails are all sharp points.




“No, I like it. A lot. I’m just not good. I’m not motivated. Or strong enough. I know a lot about football—statistics and plays and all—but I suck at it. I’m not coordinated enough.”


“So you want to go to football camp and get better?”


“No!”


“You just said—”


“No.” He turns around for a second, face flush. “I want to go to a pro-football camp. Check them out. The good players. See what that’s like.”


“Road, Frank.” Audrey grimaces.


Frank turns back to the road, still talking. “Running drills. Most of the teams let fans watch. I’d like that.”


“That’s kind of a surprise,” says Jin-Ae.


An idea crosses my mind, but I decide not to say anything. Lots of times I don’t say anything. Frank nods his head and mumbles.


For a moment we’re quiet, and I realize that the radio isn’t on. We pass by a red tractor trailer. The kind of truck I wanted to hit me when I was practicing killing myself by falling off of the curb. The thought passes through my head that Frank could kill us all by driving into or under that truck. A very short trip.


“What about you?” Frank asks Jin-Ae.


Jin-Ae turns to look out the window at the truck. “I’d like to get laid,” she says.


Audrey laughs out loud. “Hello!”


I’m speechless.




“I’d like to know what it’s like.”


“Thought you were a lesbian,” says Audrey.


“I am. But I’ve never done it.”


“Me either,” Frank comments softly.


“Good lord. I’m the experienced one here?” Audrey says, voice rising. “I thought I was supposed to be the young one.”


After another quiet minute, Audrey says, “Owen?”


I don’t answer. I feel heat in my neck and my ears. I don’t want to tell her that I’ve never had a girlfriend, never kissed anyone, not once, not even at a party in seventh grade or on a dare. I’m embarrassed of being a prude.


“Damn,” Audrey says, when none of us talk again. “Then I’m the ho of this group. I’ve been with more than one person, and, let’s just say, people said I was cheap.”


“We don’t care about that,” I say.


She turns to look at me, brown eyes wide. “That’s sweet, lover boy, and I don’t care. Jin-Ae, maybe one of these guys can help you out sometime before the big event.”


I don’t know how serious Audrey is about the sex stuff. I don’t really know how to tell about other people. I’m also embarrassed. Between the front seat and the door, I spot Jin-Ae’s hand on the door armrest. She’s digging her fingernails into her other hand now, on the outside, like she’s trying to carve something into her hand and not the doughnut. I can tell she’s upset. Mad or sad or embarrassed. I want to say something, but don’t know what, so I don’t say anything. What else is new?


No one speaks for a long time. Audrey nags Frank about playing more Nirvana.


“Please,” she whines.


“It’s so old.” He groans.


I don’t care; it’s new to me. Franks nods his permission, and Audrey hands Jin-Ae another CD. We pass through the tolls for the Tappan Zee Bridge again. New England is behind us for good, forever, till death do us part.


“Didn’t they send you to Hastings because you were going to jump off a bridge, Owen?” asks Jin-Ae. Traffic slows Frank’s driving to fifty as we head up onto the Tappan Zee.


I squirm a little. “No. I wrote about jumping off the Ben Franklin Bridge. But they put me in Hastings because I tried to suffocate myself with a bag.”


“Plastic?”


“Dry-cleaning.”


“You know what?” says Jin-Ae, looking out the window. “I’d like to go to New York City before I die.”


I follow her gaze south, down the Hudson River, and see the city skyline.


“How about it, Frank?” asks Audrey.


He grins. “Sure, get me directions.”


I do more than that.






February 28


Owen: research says boys use immediate and angry techniques like guns or car crashes—things where you can’t be saved


Jin-Ae: u really do know all this, don’t u


Owen: girls pick slower ways, like pills—with time for them to be rescued


Jin-Ae: u r smart enough. u should be sharing this with other people


Owen:?


Jin-Ae: i know a few suiciders on line. join a chat?


Owen: no thanks





“WE CAN STOP,” I SAY, “TO SEE JUDY GARLAND. TWO EXITS UP. Only about fifteen minutes.”


“Suicide?” Jin-Ae pulls a brush from somewhere, and starts working on her hair, with long, regular strokes.


I nod my head. “Her official cause of death is accidental overdose. But they were just being polite.”


Frank looks at me in the rearview mirror. “Dorothy, right?”


“The Wizard of Oz,” answers Jin-Ae, brush still moving through her hair. “Mother of Liza Minnelli.”


“All those in favor?” asks Audrey. She raises her hand. Frank puts his hand up. Jin-Ae starts to move her brush toward the car roof, but then reaches back and rubs Audrey’s head real hard.




“Ahhh.” Audrey grunts.


“Been wanting to do that.”


“Say please, next time.”


I raise my hand, making it unanimous, and Frank asks for directions.


 


THE ROAD TO FERNCLIFF CEMETERY IS QUIET AND EMPTY. I’M surprised how deserted the area seems this close to the city. All the information to find Judy Garland’s grave is right online. Exact plot, everything. With most people, that’s not the case. It takes more work and research.


Her final resting place is in a mausoleum called the “Cathedral of Memories.” The door is gold, and inside the mausoleum is cooler than I expect.


“Awesome,” Audrey says as we enter. Her voice echoes against the rows of plaques.


I’m surprised that the place is well lit, bright. I thought crypts were dark. I’m amazed to see windows, burning candles, a few electric lights.


Frank goes straight over to Judy Garland’s crypt, number thirty-one. Audrey wanders around, touring, touching the different plaques with her hand. Jin-Ae stays near me.


“How’d she do it, Owen?” Even in a whisper, Jin-Ae’s voice sounds loud.


“Overdose. Went to sleep.”




Jin-Ae stares past me, listening but watching Frank at the same time. “Maybe we should all take pills at the end. Sleep in the desert. We never agreed on a final plan.”


I shrug. Our feet sound loudly against the tiles. Jin-Ae raises her voice. “Hey, Frank. Did you put all your affairs in order before you left? You know, prepare?” I’ve heard that phrase before. “Affairs in order.”


He rubs his fingers on the G in “Garland.” “Cleaned my room, that’s enough.”


“You, Owen?” I look down. Doesn’t seem like there is anything to put in order.


“I wrote a will,” Jin-Ae says, answering her own question. “Left my books to the library, and my body to science.”


“You’re a strange one,” Franks says.


Audrey steps near us now. “I wrote a will too!”


Jin-Ae looks at her.


“‘Will you miss me?’ In red lipstick on the bathroom mirror.”


“For real?”


Audrey rolls her eyes. “’Course not.” She breaks out singing. “‘Somewhere’”—the sound ricochets off the stone, reverberating like a chorus—“‘over the rainbow.’”


Jin-Ae turns to Frank. “Should we…?”


He shakes his head. “At least it’s not Nirvana.”


One by one, Frank and Jin-Ae and me take seats on the floor, backs against the stones. Audrey continues with her song, touching plaques and almost dancing. For the most part, she’s tolerable, even though the high notes aren’t easy for anyone. I guess I never really thought about that song and how sad it is, how lonely that girl is there on that farm in Kansas, so upset that her family doesn’t understand her that she tries to run away. Audrey’s voice, or maybe it’s the crypt, makes the song depressing.


Jin-Ae talks quietly, for once, but not so softly that the singing drowns her out. “What do you think happened to Toto?”


“You mean the dog?” asks Frank.


“Yes.”


“From the movie?”


“Yes. I mean, do you think it’s in the crypt with her? Think Judy Garland killed it with herself? You know, put pills in the dog food?”


“Probably just a dog from the movie,” he replies. “Probably not even hers to keep.”


Audrey launches into the final lines of her song, louder and livelier. “‘Why, oh why—’”


Her voice cracks. Jin-Ae winces. “She’ll wake the dead.”


“Funny,” says Frank.


“‘Can’t I?’”


That’s it.


Frank and Jin-Ae stand up. Audrey heads toward the door. No major revelation. Nothing magical to learn. Just an empty crypt with four kids inside. I wish I had an answer. I wish I even had a good question, something I could pretend Judy Garland might be able to answer. But, all I’ve got is “What happened to Toto? What happened to the dog?”




March 1


Jin-Ae: u wont believe wat hppned to the girl


Owen:?


Jin-Ae: from my chat


Owen: what?


Jin-Ae: no way. join the chat & u can ask





NEW YORK CITY OFFERS A FAMOUS MURDER/SUICIDE STORY, OF Sid Vicious and Nancy Spungen. He stabbed her to death. I wonder, Does that count for our club? Sid was in a punk band called the Sex Pistols, and she was his groupie-turned-manager. Four months after she died, he overdosed on heroin, thirty times too much—an intentionally lethal dose. Sid’s mother tried to bury him next to Nancy’s grave in Pennsylvania. Nancy’s mom said no. I can’t tell if this is true or not, but one Web site says that Sid’s mother went to Pennsylvania and threw his ashes on Nancy’s grave. There’s another rumor saying that Sid’s mother dropped his ashes, accidentally, in Heathrow Airport, and now his ghost flies around the tourists.


I want us to visit them at the place where she died. Room 100, Hotel Chelsea, New York City. I know lots about suicide, lots of places to go, people to see, ways to die. I brought so much with me on the computer. I feel like a spaceship navigator, on the Enterprise maybe, steering us around suicide galaxy.


“Would anyone want to visit more suicide places in the city?” I ask.


“That’s why we’re here, Professor,” says Audrey, playfully sticking her feet toward my face.


“Whatever you want, Your Smartness.” For a lesbian, Jin-Ae is cute. I mean, I think she is attractive. Of course, lesbians can be pretty. New York is her death wish, and I want to be nice to her, so I start looking through the tourist stuff that I’ve downloaded. I don’t look up from the keyboard for twenty minutes, until we’re on the George Washington Bridge. By then I have plans for our whole day.




March 1


Jin-Ae: pleeease owen. just join the chat.


Owen: idk


Jin-Ae: seriously, they r cool. i found franks myspace in december


Owen: but i don’t know them


Jin-Ae: u don’t have to say anything


Jin-Ae: owen, please


Owen: maybe







I THINK WE’RE ON THE PALISADES INTERSTATE OR THE EAST Side Highway. I don’t know for sure. Maybe a GPS would have been a good idea.


“We could go to the Dakota, where John Lennon was shot,” Frank says.


“No suicide involved.” Audrey dismisses it quickly, before any of us can speak. “So we’re not going.” Her words sound like a command.


“Heath Ledger?” asks Jin-Ae.


Again, Audrey answers quickly. “Speculation. Accidental. Doesn’t count.”


“Elvis?”


“Also, accidental overdose.”


“James Dean?”


“Car crash.”


“Tupac?”


“Drive-by.”


“Joan of Arc?”


“Oh, come on, Jin-Ae.”


“Joan of Arc?” she repeats.


“Burned at the stake.”


“Ah,” says Jin-Ae, “but she could have lived if she confessed. Thus methinks this counts as suicide.”


“Not in New York,” counters Audrey. She turns to look out the window, ending the banter. Frank doesn’t speak. He’s concentrating, driving slower in all the traffic. The speedometer doesn’t go above fifty. Jin-Ae looks like a tourist, staring out the window. Her fingernails aren’t digging into flesh anymore, at least not that I can see.


New York is so different from Philadelphia, the city that I know best, even though I haven’t been there in a long time. My mom took me to the Philadelphia Zoo and the baseball stadium with James, a few years ago. But only part of Philadelphia is big like New York, which is all giant buildings.


“I know my way around from Lincoln Center,” Franks says. “We can park there. It’s about Fifty-first street, Owen. Look up directions, okay?”


We must drive about a hundred blocks before we find Lincoln Center, which is in the middle of Manhattan. From there, Frank knows how to get us on the subway.


 


FRANK, WE CAME ON THIS ROAD TRIP BECAUSE YOU WANTED TO visit Hemingway’s grave in Idaho. Maybe that will help you feel better about life. If not, then maybe you can find a way to finally finish it off with Hemingway’s help.




March 4


Jin-Ae: everybody describe yourself in 2 words


Audrey: y?


Jin-Ae: owen doesn’t know u yet




Audrey: EZ. Nirvana freak


Frank: let me think for a minute


Audrey: Jin-Ae?


Jin-Ae: he knows ME!


Audrey: do it anyway


Jin-Ae: ok—smart. lesbian


Audrey: figures


Jin-Ae: no. intense. lesbian


Frank: athletic underachiever, i suppose


Frank: UNathletic


Owen: i can only think of one word


Jin-Ae: well?


Owen: lonely





JIN-AE STANDS AT THE RAILING, LOOKING TOWARD THE STATUE of Liberty. She’s the only one of us who has never been to New York City.


I ask, “Do you know that Spaulding Gray jumped off this ferry?”


We’re gathered at the back of the ferry, heading for Staten Island, just to go there, then straight back to Manhattan. A kind of suicide ship ride.


“Never heard of him,” says Frank.


“Me neither,” I reply. “Just from the Web. He was an actor.”




The skyline, all the silver and mirrors and the way the sun shines off of everything, looks great. I can’t see Audrey’s eyes because of her sunglasses, but I know she’s disappointed about not being able to get into the room where Sid killed Nancy. That’s the reason I’ve brought the watermelon.


I stand with it under my sneaker. The ashes of Audrey’s cigarette fall, caught by the wind, and disappear. That makes me think of people who have jumped off bridges into this river, but who never get found. Vanished, like fish food. Like a celebrity nobody has ever heard of before.


None of them say anything about Spaulding Gray. So I keep going. “He jumped off, maybe right here, and they didn’t find him for three weeks.”
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