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Part 1

We’ll drag our bodies here;
they’ll hang in this sad wood,
each on the stump of its vindictive shade.

—Dante Alighieri, Inferno 13.106-08

‘Only the mind of a slave condemns suicide. Cherish our freedom!’ read the ornate marble arch built last summer at the entrance of the city park to commemorate fifty years of peace since the Great War. Next to the arch stood a yellow placard with bold red letters reminding people to show up at the upcoming referendum three months later: ‘Enshrine our right to suicide in the Constitution! Vote for the freedom.’

It was the first time Saul stepped into the park, and although a couple of minutes had barely passed, he already hated it. Nevertheless, now he was standing under the marble arch whose interior city artists had decorated with gruesome yet elegant depictions of people ending their lives in various manners, ranging from a girl jumping from a height to a man taking more pills than prescribed by his physician.

If it wasn’t for his girlfriend Poppy’s incessant requests to celebrate her eighteenth birthday here, he would never have stepped inside the park. Despite all his whining, pleading, and even threatening, he couldn’t change her mind as she shot down each one of his proposals with a disarming smile. But above all, he had to concede defeat when he failed to tell her why he was so fiercely trying to avoid having a picnic with their classmates here. 

Saul’s entire body was tensing up, even though his soft facial features contrasted by a strong jawline stayed unfazed to mask his unease. His dark eyes were trying to cut through the forest to see what lay in front of him. 

‘Good thing for you the law wasn’t passed last year,’ Poppy said, lowering her sunglasses from her head and running her fingers through her wavy hair.

‘Don’t get it started again. Besides, maybe it won’t pass this year either. You know we’re campaigning for it,’ Saul said, trying to assure himself more than her. ‘People can change their minds. Have a little faith in democracy, Plato. Actually, you should come with me to the meeting tomorrow,’ Saul said and turned around to face his girlfriend, but Poppy simply reacted with an exhale and a smirk. ‘Stop making fun of it, Poppy! We can save people.’ 

‘I told you it’s a waste of time. Nothing would change if the no vote was six percent instead of five,’ Poppy said and walked past Saul, still dragging him by the hand. ‘Besides, no one needs your saving, Don Quixote. I have more important things to do.’

‘Such as playing with your dollhouse?’ Soon after Saul finished his question, Poppy hit his diaphragm with her open left palm.

‘Such as going to my karate training?’ The hit almost knocked the wind out of Saul, who hunched and fell into a coughing fit. ‘Pray, I didn’t close my fist,’ Poppy said and fixed her dress.

‘I… deserved… that,’ Saul wheezed, still trying to catch his breath.

‘You did. No more politics. Don’t embarrass me today. You know I hate Luna,’ Poppy said, grabbed Saul’s chin, and gave him a little kiss. ‘I love you.’

‘No doubt,’ Saul mumbled under his breath, still massaging his chest.

‘I didn’t catch that,’ Poppy said and turned around one more time to face her boyfriend.

‘I said I love you too.’

‘Much better. Aren’t you glad we came?’ Poppy said, then threw her hands to the sides and drew a big breath. Then, in a quick, elegant move, she leaned forward to take off her shoes and started jumping in circles on the grass around him. Twirling with each step, her blue summer dress, which was adorned with summer flowers, met the wavy chestnut hair on her pale shoulders, creating a natural amalgamation of the lake and forest in her image.

Although Saul was still thinking, ‘The weather is nice in other places also; I’d have been glad if we’d gone anywhere else,’ he preferred to keep the thoughts to himself, as any objection at this point would be futile apart from further infuriating Poppy on her birthday and creating the risk of more bodily harm for himself. So, he sufficed by throwing a forced grin her way and picked up her small shoes lying on the ground. 

But he was afraid of this park. With every step he took inside, his lungs were shrinking, leaving him almost gasping for air; his soul was trapped in a man with a fear of heights being dragged to the edge of the cliff while the last drops of courage were fleeting away from him, giving way to the irresistible call of the void.

As if to mock him, the park was brimming with life. Families and friends, huddled around the banks next to the lake, were enjoying the last days of the spring, yielding their time to the summer. New parents were struggling to push their strollers on the uneven surface while searching for a shade to rest in. The toddlers played hide and seek, as elder siblings kept an eye on unleashed dogs that were frantically looking for their toys or simply chasing an unfortunate butterfly while running away from their owners. Across the commotion rising from the banks, where trees gave way for a small opening, a group of little kids were running beside a young boy who was trying to make his kite fly. After a few trials, a sudden gust of wind decided to lend a hand and lifted the kite momentarily above their heads.

‘You have to loosen the string. Let it fly!’ One of the kids’ fathers shouted with a booming voice from the bench while clenching not his first beer in his paws. But before the kids could oblige with the instructions from the mustached man with the pork belly, the wind had subsided as quickly as it started, dashing the hopes of a quick success. Now, people lined around the lake and under the shade of the trees, put a pause on their lazy conversations, and diverted their attention to the kid with the bright red kite.

The owner of the kite picked up his toy once more to run with his friends to breathe new life into it. This time, to the delight of the mustached gentleman with the belly, the kid managed to let the string loose on time, and the kite started flying toward the sky. Beaming with excitement and full of pride in accomplishing the task, the kids began clapping to encourage the kite to sail even higher to compete with the birds circling the woods. Once the string reached its full length and the red kite turned into a dot above the woods, people in the park were already captivated by its magic, failing to break their gaze from the distant red blur for fear of being the one causing its inevitable demise. The red kite, in an open rebellion against the fate written for it, was comfortably sailing in the sky, devoid of the memories of its coy beginnings. It seemed that if the kids let go of the silver lifeline keeping the kite grounded, it wasn’t going to fly away but simply land on a branch atop a tree to start chirping to woo a mate of its own before Spring ended.

When Saul freed himself from the magic of the kite, his gaze locked on the back of his girlfriend, who was still enjoying the kite’s flight. He felt a sudden urge to hug her tightly from behind, bury his face in her slender neck, and let her warmth rid his heart of anxieties. Before he took a step, she swiftly turned around to lock her eyes with him, washing away all the worries, even if only momentarily.

‘Let’s walk around the lake to the north. I can see a free bank there,’ Poppy said and, with an energetic gait, started walking to the bank while eyeing whether someone else was on their way to steal their spot. As the pair was rushing to the bank before anyone else, Poppy was rubbing the back of her hand to Saul’s, encouraging him to lock fingers. Starting to shiver with the expectation of what was lying in front of him, Saul shirked his gentlemanly obligation, hid his hands in his pockets, and clenched his jaw to embrace for the impact. ‘If I am to die today or tomorrow or even this week,’ Saul whispered to himself, ‘I would like to die rather earlier but quickly now.’

‘I didn’t catch it.’

‘Nothing.’

‘If you don’t want to hold my hand,’ Poppy said with childish indignation in her voice and took a step forward to turn and face Saul, ‘I can easily find another willing boy,’ with a twinkle in her eye, alleviating the gravity of her threat. 

On another day, even the veiled implication of such a prospect would have caused his blood to evaporate out of his ears. But this was another special day in itself. With each step forward, he was expecting to face the void, but now, suddenly, the void became omnipresent. A gazelle circled by a pride of lions, he was transfixed to what was towering in front and inside him: The Farewell Tree.

***

No one had planted the Farewell Tree. This oak tree, a spider with hundreds of legs sprawling the sky from dawn to dusk, was here before the other trees, chestnuts, or saplings that were aspiring to see the sunrise. Its trunk, around which five kids could play hide and seek, was shooting boughs as thick as bear waists, adorned with emerald butterflies dancing with the breeze to the backdrop of the azure sky. The Farewell Tree’s roots were sprawling as an invisible testament to old days gone by that no one saw with their own eyes in the city, yet felt a yearning for.  

Then, over one of its nondescript branches hung a steel noose. Forged a long time past, the steel noose was sliding on itself without any lubrication because of its smooth stem. Connecting to the stem in a circle was a saw which aimed, unlike its rope cousin, not to crush the neck but to sever the head. Below the noose stood a five-step earthen stairwell that led to nowhere. Regularly maintained and inspected by the city, the noose and the staircase were preserved in pristine condition. At each appointment, cleaners meticulously scrubbed, dried and polished the noose to prevent the onset of rust.

That day, one municipality worker was mowing the grass around the tree while another was inspecting the sharpness of the noose using a magnifying glass and making minor corrections with sandpaper to make sure everything was according to the standards. 

‘Let’s wrap it up. The next appointment is almost here.’ the inspector said and asked his colleague to hurry. ‘You know no one likes to wait.’

***

Theo didn’t enjoy being a driver for the passenger rail, as he found the job increasingly annoying because of the regular jumpers in front of the trains. ‘Ah. Great!’ he used to say every time he saw someone standing on the tracks. He would slap his bald head and tug on his long, red bushy beard. ‘There goes my lunch.’ He would then punch the side window of the cabin and slam his fist on the dashboard right before the impact, ‘Selfish bastard.’

‘C’mon, girl. Try driving yourself now,’ Theo said and pointed to the intern to take his seat. ‘You won’t learn by staring.’

‘I am not sure I’m ready. Shouldn’t we wait until we stop at a platform at least?’ the girl replied, took a step back from Theo, and pressed herself against the cabin door.

‘You completed the theory classes already. Now it’s time,’ Theo said and stood up from the chair. The reluctant girl squeezed past between Theo’s belly and the dashboard to take control of the train. She drew in a big breath and grabbed the stick with her trembling hands.

‘Don’t need to squeeze it. It won’t be running away,’ Theo said and shook his head. He then rechecked the schedule. ‘Hmm. If we go fast enough, I might be able to switch to the O-Train after lunch.’

Jumpers had become so much of a public nuisance that the municipality had to invest in a new train line that was only for people to kill themselves without delaying fellow commuters who were growing more and more agitated by the occasional announcement coming over the speakers in the platforms: ‘May I have your attention, please. We are sorry to announce that the next train will be delayed because of a jumper. We apologize for the inconvenience this may cause you.’ The announcement always caused a stir among the passengers waiting on the platform. 

‘I can’t believe how selfish people are! I am going to be late for my meeting. Second time this week!’

‘Hey! It’s well in their right. Blame the municipality for being incompetent. They were delaying the jumper train for almost a year now!’

Theo had immediately asked his supervisor to switch to the new train line as a driver. ‘No more delays,’ he thought. Days were much calmer in his new job. There were even days he conducted the train on empty tracks with no jumpers. But those were increasingly rare. Although some people had initially insisted on jumping in front of the passenger trains, through extensive campaigning efforts, more and more jumpers decided to be responsible citizens and switched over to the new line that was exclusively for them.

Usually, the people waited for him on the tracks. Half of them were directly facing him. Theo didn’t like those. Especially the chummy ones who waved. He preferred people who turned their backs to the incoming train. But the worst were the ones who waited on the platform and idled, trying to muster their courage. For those jumpers, the municipality had recently hired ‘motivators’ whose task was to push the people who asked for help as they could not find the courage themselves. Before the motivators, Theo would be nervous each time he passed by the mock platform and wondered whether the person would jump. He appreciated the pushers. ‘It is a tough job,’ he said to his wife. ‘If they push too early, people would slam their face on the ground and needlessly hurt themselves before I come. But if they push too late, the person might just slam on the side and survive, most likely with a disability.’ He shook his head. ‘Then they have to kill themselves for sure. As soon as possible. No one can live like that.’

As he needed to drop off his daughter for an appointment that day, he had to ask his supervisor for a change in his schedule. Unfortunately for him, Theo’s supervisor assigned him to a passenger train and asked him to take an intern on the train for training.

‘Take the girl along with you,’ the supervisor said, pointing to the pony-tailed girl sitting outside his office. ‘She completed the theory and now should start driving.’

‘Do we let the girls be drivers now also?’

‘Why not?’

‘You’re right. Why not?’

Every time they arrived at a platform, he was uneasy. Every time the train approached a station, he squinted and tried to scan the crowd for a potential jumper. He pulled out the schedule and checked the route for the next station. 

‘We’re going to skip the incoming station, and the one after that is the last stop. Time for lunch,’ Theo said and checked his watch again. ‘Maybe I can still make it to the O-train.’

‘Will I get to drive the O-train also?’

‘With this speed, you would barely maim people. We shouldn’t drop below seventy on average. If we’re late, I’ll ask for you to be failed. C’mon girl!’ The intern grunted but pushed the stick, and the train picked up speed. Invisible to her, Theo nodded with approval, as her confidence impressed him. Something his daughter had not had. ‘Why did you choose to be a driver, anyway?’

‘To have friendly colleagues.’

‘Ha! Ha! Good one. Eyes on the track. Check the dashboard.’

‘How about you?’ the intern asked and lowered her shoulder. For the first time now, she rested her back on the chair and pushed the stick up higher. The wheels vibrated a bit more, and the train picked up speed.

‘Unionized job with a good pay. What else there is to ask for in life?’

‘Maybe a bit more than that, but sure, those sound good,’ she replied and straightened her back again. ‘Should I lower the speed? We’re approaching a station.’

‘No. Let’s keep going. Nobody will complain if we arrive a bit early.’

As the train approached the platform, Theo again tried to scan the crowd, whose faces disappeared under a blur, revealing no intention whatsoever on their part. Just as the train reached the end of the platform and he breathed a sigh of relief, a man pushed another in front of the oncoming train. 

Blood sputtered up in the air and covered the cabin’s windshield. Theo reached over the screaming intern and pulled the brake, but the train dragged on for another thirty seconds. ‘Well. That’s a first,’ Theo said. He then slapped his bald head, then tugged on his red beard, and let out a loud groan. ‘Amazing! There goes our lunch. Here comes an extra thirty minutes of scrubbing. Damn it! Stop screaming, girl!’

***

Now, their friends, along with a basket of sandwiches and cakes they brought, had joined them around the bank for Poppy’s birthday celebration. Grant, an athletic forward and a teammate of Saul from the football team, lit a cigarette, enjoying a freedom he earned mere months ago.

‘We have a nice angle, and it seems we’ve missed nothing yet,’ Grant pointed with his head towards the Farewell Tree. Laughing at his own remark, he combed his light blond hair back and blew out the smoke. Either displeased with her boyfriend’s observation or smoke hitting her face, Luna rolled her eyes and puffed, ‘We were late because we forgot the candles for the cake. Luckily, when we picked up Ezra, he told us he had an extra package at home,’ Luna said, playing with the tips of her long blonde hair. ‘How strange!’ Saul thought to himself. ‘They look more like siblings than lovers.’

Ezra pulled the candles from his pocket and passed them on to Grant’s sister, sitting next to Poppy. Saul noticed that among their friends, Ezra, who was sitting silently, twiddling his thumbs, was the only one who seemed uneasy being there. He wondered whether he was just projecting how he felt onto his old friend. But it was clearly apparent that the presence of the tree bothered no one else at the table or even in the entire park. They accepted it as a natural fact of life. But not Ezra. But not Saul.

Saul and Ezra had known each other since kindergarten. They had always been best friends, teammates, and partners in crime. But since they had started high school and Saul had Poppy in his life, an invisible wedge began to push them apart. He could not remember when they had just drunk something on a laid-back afternoon to discuss their dreams, laugh at jokes they came up with years ago, and plan where they wanted to travel in the world once they had the time and money. 

Saul thought to himself that this was the worst way to lose a friend. ‘You do not fight, argue, or even go your separate ways, but just lose interest in each other and stop talking. Maybe this was a natural process of growing up. As snakes grow, they shed their old skin that is restricting them to give way to new colorful scales. Like snakes, maybe people needed to shed old dreams, friends, and ambitions to make way for new ones. But my friend is not just a piece of skin to get rid of by slithering over a rock. Why would growing up require one to give up their friends and dreams? Life should instead be like a bird building its nest by surrounding itself with the most beautiful and sturdiest branches it meticulously picks up each and every day. Then a man should be able to surround himself with new friends, new dreams by building upon the ones he already has.’ Saul felt ashamed of himself for even thinking about removing his friend from his life. He promised himself to take Ezra out and spend an evening with him.

‘I can’t comprehend how people put up with the hassle of coming here to commit suicide,’ Grant said, shaking his head while munching on his sandwich. ‘When I commit suicide, either I’ll go to the middle of a field to shoot myself or jump from a bridge. Who would like to spend their last days in the city hall haggling with an official for a reservation?’ Grant snorted, almost choking on his remark that he found witty, launching tiny bits of sandwich in the air.

‘Keep your mouth closed while eating!’ Luna said and tried to wipe his lip to rid him of a mischievous dab of mayonnaise from his sandwich. 

‘How about you, love?’ Grant asked while trying to chase away her hand like a pesky mosquito. 

‘I would probably take sleeping pills. Sounds really peaceful,’ Luna said, pulling strands of her blonde hair. ‘How about you, Poppy? I’d expect something more... how to put it? Hmm, flamboyant!’ Luna laughed while pretending to put on airs. 

‘Come now!’ Poppy said indignantly and crossed her arms. ‘I never try to put on a show,’ she puffed and took a big bite from her tuna sandwich. ‘The sandwiches are really nice, Luna! Thank you, baby. Hmm. Back to your question. I guess I might prefer hypothermia. I read that it’s really peaceful and you just fall asleep, but I’m not sure. But you know I love guns, too.’

‘Hello, kids. It’s really nice to see you here,’ Mrs. Pallas, their counselor from the school, greeted the schoolmates. She, along with her husband and teenage daughter, was now standing next to their bank in a bright red t-shirt and azure jeans in sharp contrast to her everyday gray suit at school. Saul wasn’t sure whether he would have been able to recognize her without her regular clothes and tightly and tidily done French braided hair if she hadn’t approached them first. But Mrs. Pallas’s most striking feature was still there–her eerily long fingers that would make any piano player jealous, adorned with ten rings, resembling a spider stuck in a jewel box. Saul heartily wished indeed she would have followed a career in arts. Or simply anything else than being a counselor. Although Saul was thankful that someone steered the conversation from the macabre topic at hand, especially before Grant prodded him to reveal how, not if, he planned to kill himself, Saul wasn’t ecstatic to see Mrs. Pallas, either. 

‘Greetings, Mrs. Pallas,’ Poppy replied, standing up and nodding to her family. ‘We are celebrating my eighteenth birthday. Actually, we were about to cut the cake. Would you like to stay? But I wouldn’t like to hold you back, either. You must have other plans with your family.’

‘Happy birthday, Poppy. Congratulations,’ Mrs. Pallas said, in a tone that also could have been used to console a weeping widow standing next to her husband’s freshly dug grave. ‘We were just heading home, so we kindly have to decline your offer. But I am glad to see you here, Saul,’ Mrs. Pallas added with a smile befitting an heiress learning that her grandfather had passed away. ‘It’s great to see that Poppy changed your mind and brought you here. Anyway, I think we have an appointment tomorrow; I will see you then.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Mrs. Pallas,’ Saul replied with a blank expression as the counselor and her family walked away. He was thinking about how she learned Poppy tried to bring him here. When he looked at Poppy, he saw she was blushing a bright pink color and was tugging on her hair.

‘I thought we were here to eat cake. I want my cake,’ Poppy said, looking away from Saul.

Luna set the chocolate angel cake on the table, and with the help of Saul, they started putting eighteen candles on it. When Luna finished, Grant passed on his lighter to Saul. By the time Saul was on the second candle, he heard a commotion rising from the other end of the park. He raised his head and saw a silhouette behind the branches walking towards them. 

‘Come on, keep going, or wax will drip on the cake!’ Luna said to him and nudged his shoulder.

‘Sorry,’ Saul murmured and kept on lighting the candles. The commotion was getting nearer, and the distant silhouette behind the branches was forming into a girl. Now, he could pick up what everyone was saying.

‘Next Time!’

3 more candles to go.

‘Next Time!’

Then he lit the last candle.

‘Next Time!’

‘Come on, make a wish, Poppy!’ Luna said and started to chant with their friends: ‘Happy Birthday Poppy! Happy Birthday Poppy!’ Then Poppy held her hair behind her head and leaned into the cake. After closing her eyes for a moment, she blew out all the candles on the first try. While Poppy accepted the congratulations, Saul was trying to make out who was coming towards them. He started shivering again and felt a disproportionate volume change in his face, hands, and even in his internal organs. Above all, his bladder was on the verge of exploding as if he had drunk liters of water before hibernating, and now was the time he rose from his slumber. Expecting that his turn was coming, he pulled the silver necklace from his pocket that he bought for Poppy.

‘Next Time!’

Now Saul could see the girl that was coming towards them. She was wearing a yellow summer dress, accompanied by a red band on her arm, and seemed as if she was gliding above the grass with her bare feet. Saul couldn’t help but think that with her black hair reaching almost to her waist, she looked like a giant worker bee. People on her path and those sitting on the banks were saluting her, “Next Time!” and she was, in return, waving at them and even throwing kisses to little kids. 

‘Is this less gruesome and more acceptable than public executions because the victim is not screaming her innocence?’ Saul thought with contempt and started sweating. ‘These people in the park are the offspring of the ones whose major entertainment spectacle was to gather around gallows in town squares and solemnly listen to the recited crimes: Luke for robbery, Martha for witchcraft, Hans for high treason. It was never about deterrence, was it? Even if the elderman didn’t mandate people to witness it, they would have muddled around anyway, their minds clouded with bloodlust, a cry of unison in their lips: “Punish the deviant!”’

***

‘This is Sophie. This must be Sophie,’ Saul said. He now knew that she was Sophie all along. Suddenly, Poppy grabbed him by the arm and turned him around.

‘Am I not going to get a birthday kiss?’

Saul leaned over to kiss Poppy and felt her warm breath dissipate over his face. He once again realized that he was freezing. Not to faint on her, Saul pulled back after a small kiss and, with shaking hands, showed her the necklace that he was holding on to for dear life. 

‘It is really beautiful,’ Poppy said with wide eyes and gave Saul another kiss. She then turned her back and gathered her hair on her chest. 

Now, there were less than thirty steps between them and Sophie. He was still struggling to open the clasp of the necklace before Sophie passed by their bank. For a moment, Saul made eye contact with the girl, who returned it with a warm smile. Everyone sitting at their table, apart from him and Ezra, waved at her and said, “Next Time!”

As Sophie passed their bank and walked towards the tree, Saul felt his muscles become stiff with an unbearable tension as millions of tiny ants under his skin pulled apart and gnawed on his fibers. His best efforts to open the clasp of the necklace were to no avail.

‘I can’t open it. My stomach turned upside down,’ Saul gulped and handed the necklace to Poppy. Then he turned towards a nearby sycamore tree and shambled towards it. Midway, Saul stopped and turned around to Sophie, who was taking the few remaining steps toward the concrete stairs. 

‘Sophie. No,’ Saul said under his breath and took a step towards her. ‘No,’ he repeated louder.

‘Go back to your friends,’ a guard waiting by the tree said and gave Saul a tap on the shoulder.

‘No!’

‘Are you out of your mind, kid?’

‘Sophie,’ Saul screamed as the girl reached the stairs.

‘This is enough,’ the guard said and pushed Saul, who retaliated with a weak punch. The guard caught the punch midair and subsequently subdued Saul and called for reinforcements with a walkie-talkie: ‘We have a crazy boy here. Send someone by the tree.’

After struggling for a bit, Saul realized he would not shake the guard away. Now, the ants pulling him apart started running inside his veins, sending incessant tremors throughout his body. Tears dripping from his eyes tickled his cheeks, but Saul couldn’t wipe them away. Any movement, big or small, could have opened a gorge under his knees to swallow him whole. Also, unfortunately for him, there was just a single gasp of air left in the forest, and he had drawn it in a couple of seconds ago.

***

As it was the tradition in their high school to celebrate the start of their senior year, Saul’s entire class had gone on a day trip to a nature reserve to have a picnic. First, they sailed close to a waterfall to glide below the rainbows, then they hiked through a nearby forest in groups of five for birdwatching. They listened to the songs of blue tits, barn swallows, and thrush nightingales. However, above all, the star of their expedition was a red-haired woodpecker. 

When Sophie heard the intermittent drum roll, she immediately stopped her group and silenced them. After a couple minutes of searching, she located the bird pecking away the trunk of a pine tree and pointed to the group where to look with their binoculars.

‘There. Next to the broken branch,’ she said and squeezed Saul’s arm. She then gave her binoculars to the boy and guided his arm to the correct angle.

‘Ah! I see it now.’

‘Let me also take a look,’ Poppy said and squeezed herself in between Saul and Sophie by pushing away the girl. ‘Show me where it is, Saul!’

‘Near the broken branch,’ Saul said and then leaned over to Poppy’s ear. ‘Are you going to pee on me next to mark your territory?’ He then gave back Sophie’s binoculars. ‘Thank you. A really beautiful bird.’

‘I was thinking of giving you a purple eye if you kept flirting with her. People would recognize that you are mine much more easily,’ Poppy whispered back to Saul. ‘There’s also a pheasant in the tree behind,’ she then called on the others to look. ‘How beautiful it is! I wish I had brought my rifle with me.’

‘Do you hunt?’ another guy from the group then approached Poppy. ‘Maybe we can go hunting together sometime.’ 

‘I do. Usually deer and rabbits. But occasionally also birds,’ she replied, then held Saul’s hand. ‘Thank you, but I prefer to go alone.’ 

‘I think hunting is cruel and stupid. With all due respect,’ Sophie said and pointed to a nightingale sitting atop a nearby branch.

‘No one asked for your opinion,’ Poppy said and took a step towards the girl. ‘Besides, you can’t call me stupid and say, ‘With all due respect!’’

‘I didn’t say you were stupid.’

‘Calm down, girls,’ Saul said and tried to pull back Poppy, but to no avail.

‘Hunting is no worse than eating meat. You were with us at the BBQ last weekend. That is life. Animals are going to die, anyway.’

‘So are you.’

‘What the hell do you mean? Are you threatening me?’ Poppy screamed back and wrestled her hand from Saul, who now stepped in front of his girlfriend.

‘Do you think you’re immortal?’ Sophie asked and sighed as the nightingale, startled by the sudden commotion, flew away.

‘Enough! Let’s go back!’ Saul shouted and dragged Poppy away.

***

Following a couple of hours-long excursion, they joined the rest of the amateur birdwatchers and set up campfires to prepare for an early evening dinner. While Saul was helping with cooking the meat, around the same campfire, Sophie was playing a pop song on her guitar, and everyone else was joining her to sing the chorus, ‘Take me by the hand to the world's edge, I will come with you anywhere. That is my pledge.’

Poppy’s head on his shoulders, flames warming his face, and surrounded by friends enjoying themselves, Saul wished for the moment to last longer. He thought of insects covered in resin, defying space-time continuity. He wanted to be like those insects, to be covered in resin, to preserve this ephemeral moment of euphoria. The archeologists who dug them up centuries later would attest to and be jealous of their joy. Alas, he knew this moment would end as any other. ‘How rare it is to be aware of our good times while we are living through them,’ thought Saul. ‘Sometimes years pass by, and then we reminisce about days such as this one, only to be gripped by nostalgia and regret for not laughing or enjoying them even more. As we get older, we hang on to those good memories and play them again and again on the cinema screen in front of our eyes. Our lives condensed to nothing but those rare moments that lasted maybe a couple of hours, while the rest seems like a long, miserable day. How unfortunate to live through all the pain, heartbreak, and tears to reach those sporadic oases in our lives. Unless a vagabond starts traveling in the desert again, under the smoldering sun, she does not truly appreciate the oasis she had left, as she assumes there is always one more waiting. Then, along the way, maybe miles later, she whines to herself: I wish I had rested more under those palm trees and drunk one more fist of cold water.’

But today, Saul enjoyed one of those rare moments in life, in his personal oasis with Poppy.

Once the sun dyed the waterfalls red, the students packed their bags and marched back to their buses. Saul idled around the now deserted camp and helped the teachers put out the fires. He noticed that the girl with the guitar, Sophie, was also not heading to the bus but sitting on a nearby fallen tree trunk and strumming her guitar. Her long black hair was almost entirely covering her beautiful satin face, letting Saul only momentarily see a glimpse of her dark hazel eyes. ‘Where is Ezra?’ he wondered. He had joined them for birdwatching but disappeared during the campfires. ‘If he was here, I’d have encouraged him to go talk to Sophie. Who knows, maybe they would have liked each other. Maybe Ezra already knew her from somewhere. He always had many friends.’

Saul finally picked up his backpack and headed to the bus, albeit with small steps. When he glanced back, he saw that Sophie, who had left her guitar leaning on the trunk, was heading towards the waterfall. Saul, despite Poppy’s pleading, refused to go near it. Whenever he looked down from a height, he always felt that a sudden urge to jump down was going to overtake him. Maybe just before they were heading back home, Sophie had overcome her own fear and wanted to peek at the orange flames gushing down to the sea. Saul now stopped walking and turned around to watch Sophie. Her head was directly fixed on a target across the waterfall that neither Saul nor anyone else around could see. He thought that when she reached the edge, she would reveal her wings like an eagle and immediately plunge down the valley below to hunt a hare she had spotted earlier.

‘Come on baby, why are you idling!’ Poppy shouted from the bus door and extended her hand out.

‘A minute, love!’ Saul answered back and turned to Sophie again, who had almost reached the waterfall.

At that moment, Saul knew she wouldn’t stop. 

***

‘Next Time! Goodbye!’ everyone around the tree shouted and waved.

When Saul looked to his left, he saw the shadow of the steel noose dangling from the branch. Without rushing, step by step, a silhouette was rising to the noose. Before the final step, the noose became a halo over the silhouette’s head, momentarily blessing her as an angel. Then the halo disappeared, ostracizing her from seven heavens. Two arms appeared at the sides of the noose and then glided down. The silhouette jumped up and forward, maybe thinking she still had her angel wings. During the descent, the now miniaturized silhouette’s shadow split, giving birth to another smaller one. Saul heard a big thud, followed by a smaller one.

Saul was biting his lip and tongue, trying not to scream. Once he heard the thuds, he could taste his warm, acrid blood–the taste of chocolate cake, tuna sandwich, and blood in his mouth was now too much for his stomach to handle. By the time he stopped vomiting, he was already sobbing as quietly as he could while his throbbing eyes felt like they were trying to escape their sockets. Strangely, there was still not a single gasp of air to breathe in the forest, either. 

‘Go home,’ the guard said and pulled his knee from Saul’s back

‘Let’s go. We should have never come here,’ Ezra said and helped Saul get to his feet. ‘Back off,’ he said as he pushed away another guard coming close. 

‘Watch it, kid!’

‘What happened? Are you okay?’ Poppy said and rushed towards them. ‘Leave him alone,’ she ordered and stepped between the guards and Ezra. Before the situation escalated any further, the guard who subdued Saul pulled the others away.

‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I ruined your birthday.’ Saul said, fighting back his tears and trying to stand straight. However, there was nothing he could do to hide either his knees shaking or his face turning a bright red. ‘I want to go home.’

‘Let’s go home together then.’ Poppy said, tugging at Saul’s arm.

‘I beg you, please don’t come.’ Saul said, tears leaving a salty taste in his mouth. ‘I will feel even worse if you come with us. Ezra came here by car; he will drop me home. I love you, Poppy; go back to the table, please.’

‘I will not leave your side,’ Poppy said, refusing his plea, and gave him a kiss on his cheek. She then locked arms with him and started walking to Ezra’s car. ‘It’s the end of the discussion. Don’t worry, love.’

***

The train stopped just outside the station. The windshield of the first wagon was covered in blood. A finger and a thumb were stuck in the grills. Passengers opened the windows and leaned from their waists to see whether the police and the cleaning crew had arrived yet. ‘No one came yet,’ then they informed the others in their wagon, where a communal groan rose from those inside. 

‘Are you okay, girl?’ Theo asked the intern crouched near the pole, still vomiting her breakfast.

‘Are you joking? We killed someone. I am not okay!’

‘We didn’t kill anyone,’ Theo said and pulled out a pocket knife to peel an apple. ‘The guy who pushed the man killed him.’ He then offered the girl a slice of apple, which she didn’t even acknowledge. ‘We’re going to be on our way soon’

‘We shouldn’t have speeded,’ she said and looked at the front of the train with disgust and retched. ‘What will we tell the police? They’ll be here in minutes!’

‘It has nothing to do with us!’

‘You don’t care because you weren’t the one driving the train. You made me go faster!’

‘Girl, you need to calm down,’ Theo said and dragged her away from the train. ‘They will ask some standard questions, and the police will be after the murderer if he isn’t already caught. Besides, you wanted to drive the O-train, and you have experienced it now.’

‘Are you crazy? It is not the same thing! That guy didn’t want to die.’ 

‘Tough luck,’ Theo said and asked the girl to stop next to a wall providing shade from the sun. He offered the intern another slice of apple, ‘It’s sour, so it will stop you from vomiting.’ At first hesitant, the girl moved this time and took the slice, which she swallowed after two bites. Theo then pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his face. ‘Not everyone who wants to live can. It used to be that not everyone who wanted to die couldn’t, either. Do you see the factory there with the orange roof?’ 

‘I do,’ the girl nodded and sat down.

‘My father used to work there as a welder. Grueling, back-breaking work with no time off, for laughable pay.’ He then cut another slice for the girl, who accepted it without a fuss this time. The apple did help her. ‘One day, another welder in my father’s shift made a mistake and ruined a part. The bosses punished him by withholding his weekly salary. The guy then jumped from the top floor right on top of the punch clock machines. Shortly after that, it turned into an epidemic. Every day after, a young man jumped from the top floor.’

‘How did they stop it?’ the intern asked and stood up at once when she saw the approaching police car in the distance. Theo’s words had calmed her. She was just an intern, after all. The police would understand.

‘They built a net on every floor and locked the windows so people couldn’t kill themselves.’

‘Did it stop the people?’

‘It did. At least during the work hours inside the factory.’

‘I guess paying them a good salary and giving decent breaks wasn’t an option. You’re right. A unionized job doesn’t sound bad after all.’

***

‘Looks terrible,’ said the young police officer, kneeling by the front of the wagon and looking at the parts and bits stuck on the grills.  

‘It does. At least the guy didn’t suffer for long,’ Theo said and turned to the police sergeant beside him. ‘Did you catch the killer?’

‘No need to. He turned himself in.’

‘He deserves a death sentence,’ the intern stamped her foot on the ground but started retching and immediately turned her back to the train again. ‘He killed an innocent man,’ she said and tried to stop vomiting.

‘It was a mistake to abolish it,’ Theo said and wiped his head again with the crumpled handkerchief.

‘We are not a delusional god who decides when a person dies or lives,’ the police sergeant said and called over the young officer. ‘However, I can assure you that justice will be served. To anyone who was involved.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘You two were driving the train, I assume.’

‘I was the only one driving it,’ Theo said, and the wide-eyed intern looked over her shoulder at him. ‘She’s just an intern. Why?’

‘Eyewitnesses claim you were going over the speed limit through the platform.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Well, we need to ask you to come with us to the station for questioning.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’ Theo said, shaking his fist and taking a step towards the sergeant, startling the young officer who put his hands on his hips. ‘Am I under arrest?’

‘If you want to put it that way, sure. But I would just see it as an invitation for questioning.’

‘What a damn day!’ Theo then threw the core of the apple towards the train. 
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