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			Join

			Eric Andersson

			≥≤

			Eric Andersson is a young, aspiring writer from Camrose, Alberta, Canada, currently in the fourth year of a BA in English. His interests in terms of reading and writing range widely, from suspense thrillers to fantasy, sci-fi, horror, philosophy, and much more. Really, the only constant is his passion for a good, gripping story.

			From the author:

			“The idea for ‘Join’ started with the character of Kyle and his ruminations on the universality of mortality. I remember one image standing out in particular: the image of Skipper, Kyle’s childhood dog, lying dead in its grave, young Kyle shedding tears while his parents stand over the grave, father delivering a “respectful, yet passionless” eulogy. I felt like Kyle – and many others in the real world – would easily be able to connect that memory to a fear of the future, a future in which we’ve died (as we inevitably will) and the mourners who show up to mourn are equally respectful yet passionless toward us post-mortem. From there, it blossomed into a grim character portrait of a tortured psyche, an extrapolation of the realization we all have at some point in our lives: that we are mortal, and our lives will eventually end.”

			≥≤

			He knew he’d have to join them eventually.

			He heard their voices whisper in the night: Soon you’ll be with us. Soon you’ll be one of us. Sometimes they kept him up, but other times he found the voices comforting, reassuring, found they actually made sleep easier.

			It was the first guarantee of life, and really, to Kyle Dagoni, it was the only one. Sure, taxes were fairly ubiquitous with life, but it was always possible—however unlikely—that a new regime could take over, one that believed in laissez-faire enterprise and in taxing their citizens at the rock-bottom rate of zero percent. So, yes, Kyle joined the lines of taxpayers every year, but that wasn’t quite a guarantee.

			Kyle wasn’t sure when he started hearing the whispers, but he knew it was after this epiphany. There is a time in every person’s life, Kyle knew, when the fact of one’s mortality comes crashing down, jarring the very foundations of understanding: for Kyle, this was when his dog, Skipper, died.

			The memory of Skipper’s stiff corpse lying in the ground, legs sticking out at odd angles, eyes wide and unseeing, still made Kyle queasy. Standing above his dog’s grave, his father giving a passionless yet respectful eulogy, Kyle let his tears flow, let his sorrow be known. Not only had his dog died—this death had changed everything in Kyle, had allowed him to see the one, true, terrible fact.

			He was just like Skipper. He was a creature of meat, his life depended on a series of chemical reactions, and one day all that organic machinery would grind to a halt. There was an end. One day, he’d be just like Skipper, with someone else crying over his grave while another—a minister, probably—gave an equally passionless yet equally respectful eulogy for Kyle Dagoni, a man who’d once walked the Earth, had made his mark on it, and yet now, for most of the world, might as well have never existed.

			Sometime after Skipper died, Kyle started hearing whispers. He was never sure whether the whispers were in his own head or whether they were actual dead people trying to talk to him, but they kept him grounded in the fact of his own mortality. Some days, they frightened him. Other days, they consoled him. It really depended on Kyle’s mood.

			Tonight, he could stand a little whispering.

			Soon, you’ll be with us.

			Soon? How soon? 10 years? 50 years? Would Kyle be the first man to live to 500? Or would he be flattened by a bus tomorrow?

			There’s no way to know.

			Kyle’s uncertainty about the origin of the whispers came in part from their tendency to answer him.

			Soon. That’s all you need to know. We can’t wait for you to come. It’s fun. You’ll have a lot of fun. There’s no avoiding it. This is one party you can’t miss.

			Ha. Parties. One thing Kyle knew nothing about.

			Soon. Very soon.

			Kyle sighed. But how soon?

			Soon.

			≥≤

			Denny keyed in Kyle’s phone number, then hesitated.

			Did he really want to drag Kyle into this? Couldn’t he invite Ben, or Zeke, or Yale? Did it have to be Kyle?

			Yes, Denny thought. He’d told Kyle he’d bring him along.

			But Kyle was so…different.

			Denny and Kyle had been friends since the fourth grade. During junior high, though, Kyle began to change. He brooded, asked to be alone, and progressively went out less and less until lately he barely ever left the house except to go to school, and even his school attendance was slipping. When Denny asked whether anything was wrong, Kyle always said no, that he was fine, but Denny didn’t buy it. So, finally, Denny decided he’d take Kyle out, try and get his mind off whatever was bothering him.

			It had been Tianne, Denny’s girlfriend, who’d suggested a double date. Denny agreed. It would do Kyle some good to finally get out and socialize. He’d spent so many years getting progressively more and more antisocial that now, as the gang edged closer to twenty years of age, Kyle could barely even be considered part of the gang. He never did anything with the rest of them. He never did anything with anyone.

			So, Tianne had asked around until she found a friend who’d be willing to go on the double date. Denny set it up with Kyle—there’d been surprisingly little resistance on his part—and they were on their way.

			It was scheduled for tonight. Denny hoped Kyle would show up.

			“He’d better,” Tianne said when Denny brought it up. “Or we’ll know there’s something certifiably wrong with him. Didn’t he used to be all cool and social and everything?”

			“Well, he was never cool,” Denny said, “but he used to talk to people. He used to go to birthday parties and things. He was never the life of the party, but he was always there. Now he’s more like the Phantom of Gugushka.”

			Gugushka was their town. It was a cesspool of mediocrity. The only reason Denny was still here was he had a steady job. The minute Denny found something better, he was out of there.

			Still, Denny worried about Kyle. He hoped going out with someone—and having one of his best friends there—would snap him out of his funk. Denny sighed, looked down at his cell phone again, and pressed the call button.

			The phone rang three times. Then:

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, Kyle,” Denny said, “Just calling to remind you about that double date we’ve got scheduled.”

			“Yeah,” Kyle said.

			“We’ll come pick you up around 5:30, OK?” Denny said. “Just, please, be ready.”

			“I will,” Kyle said. “Don’t worry.”

			Denny nodded. “I’m worried about you, Kyle. You barely talk to anyone anymore.”

			Kyle stayed silent.

			“Well,” Denny said, “I guess I’ll see you at 5:30.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Bye.”

			Kyle’s end went dead. Denny stared at his phone for a moment, then ended the call, hoping tonight would spark something in Kyle.

			≥≤

			Kyle set down his phone, annoyed.

			Stupid Denny, Kyle thought. Always assuming the worst. Like he’s immune.

			Denny had to join, too. Everyone did. Kyle wondered whether Denny knew yet, or if he’d just found a way to put it out of his mind. Surely he knew. How could anybody on planet Earth make it to nineteen years of age without discovering that inevitability? No, he must’ve found a way to keep himself distracted.

			Sex, maybe?

			Could be. It could be any number of things: sex, sports, movies, books. Who knew? What always confounded Kyle was how anyone could be distracted by these things at all. None of them cancelled the inevitability. None of them made the voices go away.

			Soon.

			Yes, yes, he’d be joining them soon. So would Denny and his girlfriend, Tianne. And so would the girl Kyle was being set up with, whatever her name was. They would all join the voices soon enough.

			That’s right. Soon, you’ll be with us.

			But how soon?

			Soon.

			Before 5:30?

			No answer.

			Well, if he wasn’t going to be joining the voices before 5:30, Kyle thought he might as well make himself look presentable. With an almighty sigh, Kyle heaved himself off his bed, and trudged off to the shower. Just because oblivion awaited didn’t mean he should let down his friends. After all, a girl he’d never met was coming out just to eat dinner with him. He might as well give her a somewhat pleasant evening.

			The clock is ticking.

			“Louder than ever these days, it seems,” Kyle muttered as he went off to get himself clean.

			≥≤

			Denny’s day passed without much incident. He spent a surprising amount of it thinking about Kyle: whether he’d show up, whether he’d actually make decent conversation, or whether he’d finally snap and go insane. Who knew? Maybe this would be just what he needed. After all, a date would pick anybody’s spirits up, especially someone as reclusive as Kyle.

			Tianne arrived at Denny’s around 4:30. Denny let her in, and immediately she started rambling.

			“Hey, Denny,” Tianne breathed, “glad to see you’re ready. Kyle had better be there.”

			“He will be,” Denny said. “Don’t worry about it.”

			Tianne took a deep breath, then nodded.

			“Where’s your friend?” Denny asked, looking around, peering through the door windows.

			“Oh,” Tianne said, just remembering, “Annie wasn’t quite ready yet. We’re going to go pick her up before we get Kyle.”

			“What? But…”

			“But what?”

			“Doesn’t she live over in Pantin?”

			“Yeah. So?”

			“Great,” Denny said, smacking his forehead, “Just great! That means we need to get going now!”

			“Why’s that a bad thing? I thought you were ready,” Tianne said, leering at her boyfriend.

			“I…well, I’m almost ready,” Denny said, “Just give me a few more minutes.”

			“Come on, Denny!” Tianne shouted. “We’re going to be late!”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Denny grumbled, rushing back to his room to spruce himself up a little more. Tianne was a lovely girl, make no mistake, but sometimes her insistence on rabid punctuality—even for the most casual occasions—got on Denny’s nerves. So did her propensity to bring up crucial details at the last minute.

			Denny quickly swiped on deodorant, brushed his hair, and washed his face, all the time thinking, Kyle, you’d better be ready. You’d better not chicken out of this. You’d better be ready.

			≥≤

			Denny needn’t have worried. Kyle was ready by the time the clock hit noon.

			Kyle had put on his best (and only) suit, complete with cuff links and lapel. He wasn’t wearing the jacket at the moment; after all, it was hot, and he didn’t have to wear it that instant.

			Soon.

			The voices were starting to get on his nerves now.

			No need to get so annoyed, dear Kyle, they answered. We’re just telling it like it is. Have a good time tonight, though. You do need to get out more. Just look at yourself.

			Kyle had, but just the same he got up out of his chair and went to the bathroom. The mirror showed the same grisly picture he’d seen when he showered: his pallor had really deteriorated, fading to an almost paper-white, and dark circles hung underneath his bloodshot eyes.

			No portrait of fine health, the voices observed, fit to join us, I’d say.

			Kyle ignored the voices and strode back out to his chair. At the moment, he was checking his Facebook; he didn’t really expect anything to happen while on the site, but hey, you never knew. Life has a way of throwing the unexpected our way.

			And, as it happened, in just a few seconds a notification popped up on Kyle’s page.

			Kyle blinked. Notifications weren’t absolutely unheard of on his profile, but they were a rare occurrence: he probably only got one per week at most, and the majority of those were game invites. That’s probably what this was: just some stupid game invite.

			Even if it was a post on his wall, or something he’d been tagged in, what good was it? How would that help prevent him from ending up like Skipper?

			It wouldn’t. But Kyle clicked it anyway. Apparently, Denny’s girlfriend had tagged Denny and him in a status. Can’t wait for the double date tonight! she said, long as Kyle Dagoni shows up. #anxious.

			Anxious? Why would she be anxious? Was she worried about him? Kyle almost sent a message to Tianne right then and there, to tell her not to worry, that the only thing wrong with him was he’d realized the inevitable, when he stopped himself. She wouldn’t understand. His parents hadn’t understood. They’d long ago stopped trying to cheer him up. Why would Tianne be any different?

			Still, Kyle knew her intentions were good and appreciated the sentiment. What interested him more was the name tagged alongside him, Tianne and Denny: Annie Cromwell. Kyle was originally going to treat this like a blind date, but his curiosity got the better of him as he clicked the link to her profile, wondering what she looked like, what she was all about.

			The Internet lagged a second, then Annie Cromwell’s profile blossomed before him. Kyle’s jaw dropped. She was gorgeous!

			She’s joining us too, the voices piped up, after having been silent for a full two minutes. You’ll all join us in time.

			Kyle ignored the voices and quickly left Annie’s profile, already feeling creepy. But, he thought, maybe tonight won’t be that bad. As he logged out of Facebook and rose from his chair, intending to blow a few hours on a meaningless videogame, he found for the first time in a long time that he had something to look forward to.

			≥≤

			Denny’s rush to finish preparing ended up lasting ten minutes. By the time he was finally completely prepared and headed out the door, his girlfriend was fuming.

			“We’re going to be late now,” Tianne seethed, “and it’s all your fault!”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Denny breathed.

			“Don’t blow me off!” Tianne said, “Don’t you dare blow me off! What do you think Kyle’s going to think when he looks out the window at 5:30 and sees we haven’t gotten there yet? What do you think?”

			Denny finished pulling on his coat as he reached the door of his car. “He’ll probably think that we’re running a little late,” Denny said. “If you’re really that worried about him, I can give you his phone number. You can text him, or something.”

			“Do that,” Tianne said. “Give me your phone.”

			Denny knew there was no point in fighting her. He dug around in his pocket and brought his phone out, handing it to his girlfriend. Tianne took the phone in one brisk motion, then began quickly pounding off a text message. Denny, meanwhile, climbed into the car and started the engine.

			Tianne strode around the car and climbed into the passenger’s seat. Denny waited until her door was shut, then pulled out of the drive and onto the road. Pantin wasn’t that far away from Gugushka, but if he was going to get there and back again by 5:30, Denny would have to really floor it.

			“Thanks,” Tianne said briefly, putting Denny’s phone down beside him.

			Denny grunted as the car gained speed. “You’d better be there, Kyle,” Denny breathed, bobbing his head, making it a mantra. “You’d better be there. You’d better be there.”

			≥≤

			Kyle was back on Annie Cromwell’s profile.

			He’d resisted as long as he could—several hours, actually—aided by the fact he’d be seeing her in person by dinnertime. However, as the afternoon stretched on, Kyle found it harder and harder to resist at least taking another look at her beautiful face. In the end, around 4:30, he gave in, logged back onto Facebook, and immediately tracked Annie’s profile down again.

			His second look confirmed his first impression: She was breathtaking. Her eyes were an electric shade of blue. Every feature on her face seemed to be perfectly chiseled out of gold by God himself. Her hair was a shining wavy blonde; it was the hair he imagined angels might have.

			What good is beauty? It was the voices again. Even if you two were to end up together—which is highly unlikely at this point, remember—that face will get old, and in the end you’ll both join us. See what beauty does then.

			Shut up, Kyle thought. Just shut up.

			He didn’t expect it to work. The voices rarely listened to him; at least, not when he wanted them to.

			Why? the voices came again. You can’t escape. You can run, you can hide, but you can’t escape your doom. The voices then started repeating that last line, creating a complex choral arrangement, singing it to the tune of the old Enrique Iglesias song. Sadly, that wasn’t the first time that had happened.

			Kyle ignored the voices again, looking back to Annie’s profile picture. Her sly half-smile, her striking blue eyes, her impeccable skin tone—it was too much. He couldn’t resist. Before he knew what he was doing, he found his hand moving the cursor toward the link that would take him to her entire pictures library. Kyle tried to stop himself, but failed. A second later, he beheld Annie’s entire pictures library.

			Perhaps makeup and Instagram filters deserved the credit for Annie’s luminescent profile picture, but here he saw that Annie’s general beauty was completely natural. Here were pictures of her hanging out with friends: one showed her with two other girls Kyle didn’t know, standing on a dock in life jackets, a canoe next to them; another showed Annie and three friends in pajamas, beaming and sitting on somebody’s bed; yet another showed Annie and another girl—Tianne, Kyle thought—standing in the bathroom, doing duck faces, their phone in front of them.

			Good old selfies, Kyle thought. It seems no one is exempt.

			Indeed, the voices jumped in again. No one is exempt.

			Acting as if the voices hadn’t spoken, Kyle quickly skimmed Annie’s pictures, then clicked on “About”. He already knew she lived in Pantin—Denny had mentioned that—but other than that, he didn’t know anything about this girl other than the fact she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. She was single and interested in men, which were both good things (at least for him). She also seemed to like a lot of party music: he saw Katy Perry, Kesha, The Black Eyed Peas, even LMFAO in her music likes.

			Oh, well, Kyle thought. No one’s perfect.

			Once Kyle had been through Annie’s info, he logged out of Facebook and headed back for his room. He felt exceedingly creepy now. He vowed to himself right then that he wouldn’t look up anything about Annie until he met the woman herself. Instead, he lay down on his bed, put his arms behind his back, and waited for Denny and Tianne to arrive.

			≥≤

			Denny and Tianne arrived in Pantin over 15 minutes late. Just as they passed the town’s welcome sign, Tianne’s phone began vibrating.

			“It’s probably Annie,” Tianne said. “Worrying.” Her eyes shot daggers at Denny. Denny tried to ignore her, keeping his eyes directly on the road. Tianne picked up the phone and answered the call. “Hello?”

			Denny’s jaw clenched as Tianne listened. Her expression darkened as Denny flicked his turn signal and swerved into town, heading for Annie’s house. Tianne had given him instructions, and now Denny was doing his best to remember them: if he was right, the address was 1462 Dorrence Lane. He hoped he was right, anyway. Tianne would throttle him if he was wrong.

			“Don’t worry, we’re coming,” Tianne told her friend, holding the phone right up against her ear. “Yes, we’re in Pantin now. We’ll be there in a minute or two. All right. Bye.” Tianne put her phone away and shot a glare at Denny. “If you’d have started getting ready just ten minutes earlier—”

			“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Denny said. “The place is 1462 Dorrence Lane, right?”

			“No!” Tianne exclaimed, slapping her forehead, “It’s 1550 Torrence Drive! Can’t you get anything right?”

			“All right! All right!” Denny said. “Don’t be so hard on me.”

			“Well, maybe if you’d just get it right the first time, I wouldn’t have to—”

			There was more to the rant than that, but Denny tuned her out, focusing on finding 1550 Torrence Drive. It didn’t take long: he found Torrence Drive in less than a minute. He turned onto the street, then scanned the houses. He was at 1530. He kept going along the street until he reached 1550, then pulled over in front of the house and stopped with an almighty sigh.

			For a moment, Denny and Tianne sat in silence. Then the front door of 1550 Torrence Drive opened, and Annie Cromwell rushed out. She wore an elegant red dress, which she had to hold up as she ran to the waiting vehicle, her purse slung over her shoulder. As soon as she opened the back door and climbed into the vehicle, Tianne turned around to face her friend.

			“Sorry we’re late,” Tianne said. “Denny decided he’d put off getting ready.”

			Denny shot Tianne a look but knew better than to say anything. When Tianne was worked up like she was, there was no arguing with her.

			“Oh, that’s all right,” Annie said. “Not a problem.”

			Tianne didn’t seem to be convinced. “You sure?” she asked. “I really am sorry; we would’ve been on time—”

			“It’s fine, Tianne,” Annie said. “Really.”

			Tianne huffed and turned around. Denny continued to clench his jaw, staring straight ahead, keeping the vehicle parked.

			“Why aren’t we moving?” Tianne demanded, “We’re late as it is! Get moving, Den!”

			Denny took in a deep breath, then moved the vehicle into drive and pulled out. This was going to be a long night. Kyle, Denny thought, if you don’t show up, I’m going to throttle you.

			≥≤

			Kyle Dagoni waited at the front door, eager for Denny to arrive.

			The clock crept closer to 5:30, and as it did, Kyle got antsy; he found he couldn’t sit or lie still for more than a minute before the excitement of the occasion became too much. By the time the clock hit quarter-to, Kyle was pacing. He felt something, deep down, something he hadn’t felt in too long.

			Genuine excitement.

			Yes, the knowledge of his mortality still plagued Kyle’s psyche, but at the moment he found he was able to ignore it. Even the voices hadn’t bothered him for nearly a half hour now, not since that last modified Enrique Iglesias tune.

			So he waited. Every minute or so, he peeked out the door to see whether they’d come yet.

			They hadn’t. Not yet.

			So, Kyle stood, fidgeted, paced. As he waited, he worked on what he’d say to Annie when they were introduced. Perhaps a simple Hey, I’m Kyle. Nah, she’d probably already know that. What about asking something about herself? That was never a bad idea. It might get her to do most of the talking, which would give Kyle the double advantage of not having to talk much and giving the impression he was a good listener. But what should he ask? Where are you from? Nah, he already knew that. What was it like growing up? Nah, that was too broad. Do you hear voices in your head, voices that you’re pretty sure are either the calls of the deceased or a sure sign of mental insanity?

			Something told him he shouldn’t bring that up. She might not cotton to the knowledge he heard voices no one else could hear. Or maybe she’d dismiss him; he could imagine it now: What, and I’m guessing you see dead people, too? You’re gonna have to try a little harder than that, Kyle.

			Kyle took another peek out the door. The street was still empty. He turned, took in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Despite himself, he was starting to get nervous.

			A soft soprano sang faintly in the distance. Kyle paid no attention. It was probably the neighbours cranking their music. The strange thing about their neighbours: While most neighbours who played loud music played something rowdy, like rock or rap, and blared it so loudly the stereotypically middle-aged-to-old occupants of the house had no choice but to bring in the law, these neighbours often played classical opera. Thus, hearing a trembling soprano suddenly emerge out of the blue was not a strange occurrence.

			The soprano grew louder. Soon, it was joined by several other sopranos, then altos, tenors, and basses, filling out a complex choral arrangement. The notes they sang were beautiful, but somehow menacing.

			When the choir began to sing words, instead of just notes, Kyle froze. This wasn’t the neighbours.

			Come be with us, the voices sang. Come to the still dark water and meet with us. Come touch the frigid waters and freeze with us.

			Kyle rubbed his temple. Not this. Not now.

			Submerge yourself beneath the waves and breathe with us, the voices sang. COME UNDERNEATH THE WATER AND JUST SING WITH US.

			Kyle ran to the bathroom. He barged inside, and threw open the medicine cabinet.

			SUBMIT YOURSELF TO DESTINY AND SING WITH ME, a voice sang, female, high and lovely, then rejoined by the whole choir, in a booming finale, a phrase that shook Kyle’s very bones: JOIN US IN THE CHOIR OF ETERNITY!

			After several tense moments of rummaging, Kyle found what he was looking for. Those pills. Those stupid pills. The pills the psychiatrist had given him. “Take these,” that idiot had said, “and those voices should disappear.” The worst thing of all was that little smile he’d worn as he sat in his posh leather chair, glasses halfway down his nose, eyes giving off a condescending twinkle as if to say, You and I both know you’re just crazy.

			Of course, the pills did nothing. But right now he was willing to try anything; he wanted a nice evening with Annie, Denny, and Tianne; not an evening of shivering in the corner of the table, listening to voices.

			Kyle staggered out of the bathroom, the choir still booming in his ears. He stopped, put his hand on the wall to steady himself, then went forth again. Somehow, he was able to find his way to the kitchen; disorientation was beginning to set in.

			Breathing heavily, Kyle pawed at the cupboards for a moment before he finally got one open. It was the cupboard with cups in it; Kyle grabbed one and took it to the tap. Kyle flipped the water on, threw a pill in his mouth, and filled his cup with water. Then, as the choir drowned out all surrounding sound, Kyle chugged the glass, throwing the pill down his throat.

			There’s something missing, isn’t there, Kyle?

			The voices again. He knew the pill wouldn’t work; even if it did, it would take a few minutes.

			Don’t you hear it?

			Kyle staggered to one of the dining room chairs and plopped himself down, head in hands.

			We need another tenor, Kyle.

			The choir still sang, but the song was softer now, the notes more delicate. Kyle heaved in breath after breath.

			You’ll do fine.

			Amidst the chaos, the doorbell rang.

			≥≤

			Denny waited on the front stoop, arms crossed, eyes narrowed.

			Would Kyle come out? Surely he’d hear the doorbell; Denny had told Kyle several times to expect them at 5:30, and they were late. There was no way Kyle wouldn’t be waiting.

			Denny rang the doorbell again and waited. He tapped his foot and listened closely for signs of life: he could hear nothing from inside the house. Quickly growing impatient, Denny pressed the doorbell a third time, lips spreading into a grimace. This was it, wasn’t it? All of Kyle’s assurances—Oh, I’ll be there, he said, I’ll show up—led to this: in the end, once again, a no-show.

			Then Denny heard a thump and a muffled shout come from inside. Denny paused. What was going on in there?

			“Kyle?” Denny called, knocking on the door. “Kyle? It’s me. Denny. We’re here.”

			Another thump, then silence. A shiver went down Denny’s spine. Something about this made Denny uneasy. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something about what was going on pointed to more than just reclusiveness on Kyle’s part.

			“Kyle?” Denny called again. “Come on. We’re waiting.”

			Denny waited anxiously for a reply. He hoped Kyle hadn’t hurt himself. It certainly wouldn’t do for he and the girls to show up just to find out Kyle had gone and done himself an injury. He’d much rather spend the evening at a restaurant than at a hospital.

			Still, there was silence. Denny reached for the doorknob, intending to test it; if it was locked, Denny swore, he would pound it off its hinges.

			Fortunately, that was proven unnecessary. Just as Denny’s hand was about to touch the knob, the door swung open. Denny took a step back, startled, as Kyle emerged from the house, dressed in a suit, hair combed back, a half-grin on his face. Denny was stunned. He hadn’t seen Kyle this full of life in years.

			“Kyle!” Denny stammered. “You’re…hey!”

			“You thought I wasn’t coming, didn’t you?” Kyle said, looking from Denny to the vehicle. “No, I was waiting here. You guys are late.”

			“I know,” Denny said. “Don’t mention it in front of Tianne. She’s kind of sore about it.”

			Kyle nodded and walked toward the car. Denny followed, still stunned at how composed Kyle was. He was happy for him, but just the same, there was something in the way Kyle strode to the car, something in the gleam in his eyes…something that suggested a purpose, but not a benevolent one. Perhaps Kyle was unaware of it, perhaps that gleam didn’t indicate anything but a physical reflection of some inner excitement, but all the same, Denny didn’t like the looks of it. People didn’t just shed melancholy.

			No, something was off. As Denny walked back to the car, twirling the keys in his hand, he resolved to keep a close eye on Kyle. Just to be safe.

			≥≤

			As Kyle strode to Denny’s car, he thought of only two things: the voices and Annie Cromwell.

			He wasn’t sure exactly why—whether it was the doorbell ringing or the pill he took actually working this time—but just as soon as Denny came, the voices stopped. The choir disappeared. In the moments that followed, the voices made not a peep. It was a relief, but Kyle was under no delusions: They’d be back. He hoped they’d hold off until the night was over, though. Why?

			Annie Cromwell, of course. He couldn’t afford to be distracted when she was in front of him. Yes, tonight, he was all Annie’s. The voices could screw themselves for all he was concerned.

			Naturally, Kyle was still shaken up by the whole choir ordeal: the reveal of the voices’ true intentions had awakened a maelstrom of emotions, one which threatened to blow down his newfound composure and leave him weeping in the passenger’s seat. They wanted him to sing with them. They wanted him to join them. Sure, he’d already known this, but the choir had really hammered the point in, especially the part about when. How soon? He’d always asked that, and the voices’ reply had always been, “Soon.” No more, no less.

			Now he knew just how soon.

			Not tonight, though. As Kyle opened the passenger door and crawled into the car, he resolved to push the voices out of his mind. They could sing to him all they wanted tomorrow: Tonight, Annie’s voice would be the only one in his head.

			And, speaking of Annie, there she was.

			Kyle saw her the moment he sat down in the car. She sat behind the driver’s seat, watched him get in with a smile on her face. She was even more beautiful in person than she was in her pictures: Her eyes sparkled in the low light, and the sunbeams, which cut through the cramped interior of the car, lit her hair like a midsummer bonfire. As Kyle sat down, she looked at Tianne, then back at Kyle.

			“Hi. I’m Annie.”

			It took Kyle a moment to fully comprehend the magnitude of the situation. Annie Cromwell—that same stunning ideal of femininity he’d seen on his computer just hours earlier—was speaking to him. Him! The Phantom of Gugushka himself!

			“Nice to meet you, Annie,” Kyle said, every word out of his mouth sounding, to him, like the dumbest syllables ever spoken. “I’m Kyle…but I’m sure you know that already…”

			Annie watched Kyle as Denny climbed into the driver’s seat. “All right,” Denny said. “We ready to go?”

			“I was ready an hour ago,” Tianne grumbled from the back.

			“I’ll take that as a yes,” Denny said, and he pulled the car out of the drive, finally heading for the restaurant. Beside him, Kyle fidgeted. Who knew? This night could be big. In fact, he had a feeling this night would be a turning point; tonight, after years of misery and melancholy, things would finally take a turn for the better.

			≥≤

			The restaurant they were going to was called Eleanor’s, a locally-owned restaurant that had stood in Gugushka for over fifty years. The founder, Bill Yarbeck, had built it as a fast-food chain, but when that didn’t get off the ground the restaurant remodeled itself as a more upscale joint, and surprisingly, business picked up then. In fact, business got so good that several big restaurant chains came calling trying to buy them out, but both Bill and his son Ben, who took over when Bill died, refused to sell.

			Though the citizens of Gugushka liked to refer to Eleanor’s as “upscale,” it really wasn’t that fancy of a place: In a town like Gugushka, “upscale” mostly referred to the amount of time it took for your meal to arrive. If you waited at the counter and got handed your food five minutes after you ordered, you were a fast-food joint. If you had to sit down and wait half an hour, you were upscale. That’s exactly the place Eleanor’s was.

			As they pulled into the parking lot, Kyle grew nervous. Was he really ready for this? Was he really ready to dive straight into a social situation like this again, after keeping mostly to himself for so long? What would this accomplish, really? Wasn’t he just running away, trying to flee the inevitable?

			No. He had to keep his eye on the moment. His fate was the same as everybody else’s, and yet he was pretty sure nobody else obsessed over death like he did.

			Denny looked for a parking spot. There were only two: one stood between two badly-parked pickup trucks, obviously driven by two tools who didn’t give a second thought to proper driving etiquette. The other was on the opposite end of the lot, but it rested between a properly-parked car and a properly-parked minivan.

			“Sure is busy tonight,” Denny remarked. “Good thing we have reservations.”

			“You did make the reservations, right?” Tianne asked, her voice acid.

			Denny sighed. “Yes. I did. Look, I’m sorry we’re a little bit late. I think they hold your reservation for, like, a half hour after the time. We’ll be alright.”

			They’d ended up ten minutes late. Denny had sped almost all the way from Kyle’s to the restaurant, at the urging of an incensed Tianne.

			“They’d better,” Tianne growled. “Or I’m going to—”

			“Look, can’t we just have a nice night?” Denny snapped. “Forget that we’re a little late. We’re here. Can you just shut up about it already?”

			Tianne looked like she’d been slapped. “Excuse me?”

			“Can you just—”

			“Guys!” It was Kyle this time, surprised at himself for jumping in. “Come on! Tonight’s supposed to be fun. Let’s just go in there…and have a good time.”

			Denny grimaced and drove silently toward the open spot. Tianne crossed her arms and glowered first at Annie, then out the window. Annie and Kyle simply sat, not sure what to do in the presence of their clearly-agitated friends. Soon, Denny swung into the spot, and Kyle unbuckled his seat belt, eager to get out of the car.

			The evening was warm; a cool breeze drifted through the air, tussling Kyle’s hair as he stood up and took a deep breath of fresh air. The voices were still silent.

			Denny and Tianne each slammed their door and stomped silently off toward the restaurant. Kyle followed, anxious; he and Annie walked abreast, both silent, until they’d crossed the parking lot and approached the doors.

			“So,” Annie asked, breaking the silence. “You go to school or anything?”

			“Yeah,” Kyle said. “Well…yes and no.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			“I’ll explain inside,” Kyle said; he ran forward and opened the door for the other three. Denny and Tianne stormed inside without a word, and Annie walked in slowly, flashing Kyle a smile of gratitude on her way in.

			Something deep inside gave a shudder of pleasure. Kyle grinned. She was so beautiful.

			Inside, Eleanor’s was a heavily stylized piece of history: the place was set up in the style of the 1950s as an homage to the restaurant in which founder Bill met his wife, the restaurant’s namesake. The theme was so dedicated that the interior looked like a period piece: framed photos of Elvis, Frank Sinatra, and many other musicians from the ‘50s that Kyle didn’t recognize were hung around the restaurant, and the place was painted in mostly unassuming colours, giving it a relaxed feel.

			Soon, a waitress was there to take them to a table. The four followed as the waitress led them to a booth, ideal for four. She left as the four climbed into their seats, no one speaking a word.

			Some old jazz band played on the stereo. Kyle twiddled his thumbs, wondering what he should say first and whether anyone would speak at all. Maybe everyone would just sit around and glare at each other all night. Who knows? Denny and Tianne were still in a foul mood, and, after his initial burst of enthusiasm, Kyle felt the old reclusiveness setting in quick.

			Fortunately, Kyle didn’t have to start the conversation.

			“So,” Annie spoke, and Kyle found his eyes irresistibly drawn to her. “This is a…nice place.”

			“Yeah,” Kyle said. “Used to come here all the time with my family. They’ve barely changed it since I was a kid.”

			“I like it…Tianne, why didn’t we ever come here before?”

			“I dunno,” Tianne said. “Some reason.”

			“Your menus,” the waitress was back; she handed out four menus, then asked, “What would you like to drink this evening?”

			“Give me something strong,” Tianne said. “Whatever you’ve got.”

			“Ma’am, I—”

			“Surprise me!”

			“All right,” the waitress jotted down a quick note. “I’ll need to see your ID, then, please.”

			“Me, too,” Denny said, handing his driver’s license over to the waitress with Tianne’s, then, under his breath, added, “Gonna need it to get through tonight.”

			“What was that?” Tianne snapped.

			“Nothing, nothing.”

			The waitress looked at the licenses for a second, then handed them back. “All right, looks good.”

			Tianne fell silent, but her accusatory glare never left Denny.

			“I’ll just have a water, please,” Annie said. “Somebody’s got to drive.”

			“I’ll have that, too,” Kyle said. “Denny, are you sure you’re fine with someone else driving your—”

			“Yeah, it’s fine, don’t worry about it,” Denny mumbled.

			Don’t worry about it!

			Kyle jumped in his seat, flailing every which way. He looked frantically about: Where had that come from? Who’d said that? Had it been Denny? Had he echoed his own sentiment, loud as he could, right in Kyle’s ear?

			“Whoa, Kyle, settle down,” Denny said. “What’s up with you?”

			“I…” Kyle looked around the table and saw three concerned faces looking back at him. “I…nothing. Nothing, I guess. Just…just a little nervous.” Kyle chuckled and glanced at Annie. Boy, he was toast now. No way she’d have even the slightest interest in him after that outburst.

			Annie continued to surprise.

			“So, Kyle,” Annie said. “What was it like growing up here? I’ve heard a lot about this place…it seems…”

			“Meh.” Kyle said. “The word you’re looking for is meh.”

			“A cesspool of mediocrity,” Denny interjected.

			“It can’t be that bad,” Annie said.

			“No one said bad,” Kyle said. “Just kind of…meh.”

			“Oh,” Annie remarked; she stared off into the distance for a moment before speaking up again. “I grew up a ways south of Pantin, down in Kellesburg. I loved it there…I was disappointed when my parents came and told me we had to move.”

			MOVE!

			“Gah!” Kyle shouted, twisting around to see who’d shouted.

			“Seriously,” Denny exclaimed. “What’s wrong with you?”

			Kyle breathed heavily. “Just a little…high-strung, I guess…yeah.”

			“Are you sure you’re OK?”

			“I’m fine.”

			But he wasn’t. He knew now what the shouts meant.

			The voices were back.

			Brilliant.

			Guess who’s back, the voices sang, back again! Yes, we’re back! Tell a friend! Guess who’s back, guess who’s back, guess who’s back...

			Kyle closed his eyes, shook his head. He had to ignore them.

			“Here you are,” a voice spoke from beside the table. “Who had the waters?”

			Kyle’s eyes flickered open: the waitress stood beside them, watching Kyle curiously; Annie, Denny and Tianne also had their eyes on him, each expressing a different level of concern.

			“Oh,” Kyle said, “Yeah. That was me. And Annie, here.”

			The waitress gave out the drinks, then took out a notepad. “All right. Do you know what you want to eat?”

			“I think we’ll need another minute,” Annie said.

			ANOTHER MINUTE!

			Kyle struggled to keep his composure.

			THE TIME DRAWS NEAR! ANOTHER MINUTE!

			“Kyle, are you sure you’re all right?”

			Annie’s hand rested on Kyle’s shoulder: she’d gotten out of her seat, apparently, and now crouched next to him, watching him carefully, her sparkling eyes gushing fountains of concern. Denny and Tianne just watched, unsure of what was going on. Kyle came back into his own head, drew away from the voices, and noticed he was shaking: his breathing was laboured, he was barely able to keep still.

			“I...I think I need a minute.”

			The voice was distant, unfamiliar to his own ears; it didn’t seem like he had spoken. Before he knew what he was doing, Kyle staggered onto his own two feet. Annie watched next to him, concerned. Kyle turned away from her and stumbled through the crowd of patrons, looking around at the tables, watching each man and woman with a curious kind of pity. How did they do it? How could they keep the knowledge out of their minds?

			Of course, they didn’t hear voices speaking to them. That probably helped.

			Even still, Kyle thought, how did they do it? As Kyle stumbled past the groups of tables, the rows of booths, and moved for the occasional waiter, he watched the people seated. He saw a father and mother, both quite overweight, eating with their three pudgy children, all five of them with smiles on their faces. He saw three girls, probably around Kyle’s age, seated at a table with drinks in their hands; they smiled, they laughed, and one of them even cast a glance in Kyle’s direction, but he ignored them as he headed for the bathroom, looking only to wonder what they had and he didn’t, why he felt like he’d been gnawed through from the inside out and why there was no such indication they’d felt the same.

			Soon, Kyle reached the bathrooms. He pushed open one door, then a second, as he found himself in the tight space that passed for the restaurant’s bathroom. Of course, Eleanor’s didn’t need a big bathroom, but this place was barely bigger than a broom closet.

			Kyle approached the sink, twisted the silver faucet, and thrust his hands underneath the stream of cold water. He kept his hands underneath for a moment, letting the cold water chill his hands, enjoying the way the stream flowed overtop his skin, then cupped his hands, collected the water into a pool, and splashed it on his face.

			The moment the water hit, the singing started again.

			AVE MARIA! the choir roared back, AVE MARIA!

			Something’s missing, isn’t it, Kyle? a voice called to him, Something very important. The song must be sung, but there aren’t enough people here to sing it. Isn’t it tragic, Kyle? Isn’t it just so depressing? Just listen to the harmonies: They’re so empty! So incomplete! It’s a travesty!

			AVE MARIA! the choir continued, AVE MARIA! Yes, Kyle could hear it. There was a line missing in the vocal harmony, a line near the top of the choral arrangement: The more Kyle listened, the more it stood out like a sore thumb.

			The time has come, the voice continued. It’s time for you to make a decision.

			What kind of decision?

			A choice that—

			AAAAAUUGH!!

			Kyle’s eyes had been closed; he hadn’t noticed that. How long had his eyes been closed? He was lying on the floor; suddenly, he could feel the hard tile underneath him, digging into his shoulder, his hip, his tailbone.

			“SOMEBODY GET AN AMBULANCE!”

			Kyle heard shouts: He got up slowly, opened his eyes. He noticed the blood straightaway. It pooled on the floor next to where he stood; his shoes were covered, his pants smeared in the stuff. It took another moment for Kyle to realize the blood was coming from him.

			He noticed the mirror next. It had been intact when he’d splashed his face, but now it was shattered, with several large shards completely missing. Kyle looked down again and noticed, among the blood, several large shards of glass. Then he saw his hands. Each hand was red with blood; the blood poured from them, dripped to the floor like some horrible faucet God forgot to turn off.

			“What...what’s happening...”

			The bathroom door burst open. Two men came in; one began tearing paper towel out of the dispenser, fast as he could, while the other put both hands on Kyle’s shoulders, and looked straight into his eyes.

			“Are you alright?”

			“I...I don’t know...”

			“Come on. There’ll be an ambulance here soon. Who were you eating with?”

			“I...Annie...Denny...”

			The other guy quickly wetted the paper towels and started wrapping them around Kyle’s hands. “Hopefully this is good enough until the ambulance gets here,” the second guy said, trying to get the paper towels on his hands.

			“What the hell happened here?” the first guy asked, looking straight at Kyle again. “What in God’s name happened in here?”

			“I...I can’t remember...”

			Both bathroom doors were open now. A crowd had formed: it looked like everyone in the restaurant had shown up. Kyle’s eyes searched for Denny, for Annie, for Tianne, but he couldn’t see any of them.

			He did hear something though; something light, off in the distance: Join the choir of eternity. Join the choir of eternity.

			“Let us through! Let us through!”

			Kyle was being carried now. The two guys had wrapped his hands in an insane amount of paper towels—which were already turning red—as they carried him through the crowd, dazed and confused, hoping the ambulance would get there soon.

			The wall adjacent to the bathroom featured a large window, which overlooked the town; outside, life went on as vehicles buzzed to and fro, their drivers completely unaware of what was going on in the little restaurant. Directly outside the window was a small square of grass, which lay adjacent to the edge of the parking lot. Kyle had always found it strange that a small square of grass would be there—it seemed like wasted space—but that’s not what he watched now.

			Outside the window, eleven blurred figures stood, wrapped in robes.

			Join the choir of eternity, the figures sang. Join the choir of eternity.

			“Where is the ambulance?!”

			“They’ll be here soon.”

			“KYLE! KYLE! WHAT HAPPENED?!”

			“We’ve got to stop the bleeding!”

			“You’re getting blood everywhere!”

			Join the choir of eternity.

			Kyle watched the choir outside, watched how they swayed to the music, listened to their song. Tears began to flow from his cheeks: the beauty, the absolute perfection of the notes, the amazing cadences of the unearthly tune, ruined by one missing part. One missing harmony.

			Join the choir of eternity.

			He hardly knew what he was doing: one moment, he was in the arms of the two men. Next, he was moving, on his feet again, the towels peeling off his hands as he ran toward the window. Then, before he knew what was going on, he felt an incredible amount of pain as he flew forward, the entire world sparkling around him, all reality reduced to a series of crashes and screams.

			Just a moment later, he came to rest at the feet of the choir.

			They were silent now, all eleven of them. As Kyle stared, their blurred, undefined forms came into sharper focus. He could tell now that each of the eleven wore a robe, black as coal, which billowed around their bodies. Each member of the choir also carried a book, which he, or she, or it held before itself, to read music off of, supposedly. As the beings came into focus, the only thing Kyle wasn’t able to see was their faces; these remained blurred, mysterious.

			Sing with us.

			Kyle’s breathing had reduced to a rasp. Panicked shouts surrounded him, but he paid them no mind—couldn’t pay them mind.

			Lights flashed in the distance: the ambulance.

			Ave Maria.

			“A...Ave...”

			“Get him in! Get him in!”

			Kyle had no idea he was being carried; in his mind, he was still with the choir.

			“Ave...Maria.”

			Then, having sung those fateful words, Kyle lost consciousness.
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			Steven Manchester
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			From the author:

			“I grew up with two brothers and now, being middle-aged, we’re as close as ever. Our conversations, however, are much different from what they used to be. We no longer talk about aspirations or conquests; we usually discuss kids, retirement plans, and even doctor’s visits. Given where we came from, I often recognize the dark comedy in this current phase. I recently finished a novel, Ashes, about two estranged, middle-aged brothers who travel cross-country together. It was the perfect vehicle (no pun intended) to highlight the painful challenges and funny realities of getting older. “Lost” is a short story set in the world of my novel, Ashes. I hope you enjoy it.”
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			The rain smothered the windshield—sheet after pounding sheet—and it didn’t look like it was going to ease up any time soon. A country western song played on the radio, just loud enough for Tom to feel his ears threatening to bleed. He looked at Jason, his giant brother hulking behind the SUV’s steering wheel, and couldn’t decide if there was more scar tissue on the ogre’s knuckles or his furrowed brow. Jason had been in Corrections for twenty eight years, time enough to lose any sense of idealism he’d once had and add more than a few extra pounds to his mid-section. Once an animal, Tom thought, stifling a yawn, always an animal. Pop sure trained him well. The impromptu cross-country trip still felt surreal to Tom. The sooner we get to Seattle and spread the old man’s ashes, he thought, the sooner I can return to my life. But for reasons he preferred to ignore, the truth of it didn’t make him feel any better. He looked back at Jason and sighed. Being at this point in his life—where time was much too precious to spend with anyone but someone he cared about—his brother was just more unwanted baggage. Whether I’m here or there, he thought, I can’t win either way.

			Although Jason was clearly struggling to read the road signs in the monsoon, it didn’t stop him from babbling on and sharing another of his twisted memories. “When I first started staying over at Josie’s place,” he said, “I didn’t know her parrot could talk.” He shook his head. “One night, about two in the morning, I got up to take a leak. As I passed the bird’s cage, I heard something whisper, ‘What are you doin’?’”

			In spite of his foul mood, Tom chuckled aloud.

			“I must have jumped a friggin’ mile,” Jason said, grabbing for his chest. “And it took a few seconds before I realized it was the parrot talking.” He shook his head. “With my heart pounding out of my chest, I leaned into the cage and screamed, ‘What am I doin’? What the hell are you doin’?’”
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