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For Liz











DON’T


FORGET THE


RULE OF THREE


IT’S


COMING FOR YOU


LIKE IT


CAME FOR ME














First thing: take a deep breath.


I can’t overstate how important it is to breathe. Do it now. Inhale, long and slow. Hold it in. Exhale even slower. See, you’re calmer already, aren’t you? I need you calm because you need to listen.


I know you. I know you’re terrified and overwhelmed. I know no one believes you, and you’re desperate and going out of your mind. I know you because I was you. I thought I had it all figured out. I thought I knew it all. I was so very, very wrong.


I’ll tell you everything that happened. Every little detail. As it happened, how it happened. Because maybe you’ll see something I failed to notice. I know the answer is here somewhere. I just couldn’t find it myself.


So pay attention. Pay attention to every single detail.


Before we start, you must remember one important fact.


What you’ll read didn’t save me.


But perhaps, together, we can save you.


Good luck,


[Redacted]













AMY










One


I wasn’t always crazy, but I was never sane.


I learned this the hard way, of course, and as with all the best lessons, I understood it too late to heed it. What should I have done? Could I have changed things? The questions don’t so much swirl around my mind as circle the drain of my sanity. Which leads to another question: would knowing what I know now have helped me at the beginning?


Maybe by the end you’ll be able to answer that.


You better hope you can.


I’m no longer scared, which is a first. I’ve spent my whole life afraid: of the world, of pain, of fear itself. Fear has been my lifelong companion, the friend I didn’t want but who never took the hint. In that way, it was my one true friend, my most loyal friend, yet now even that friend has deserted me.


I can’t say I’m at peace – the mad can never rest – but I’m content as the end draws near. I’m content because I now understand what I can do. What I should do. A final good deed. One for the road, so to speak. This, what you’re reading now, is that good deed.


You’re welcome.


But let’s not be any more morose than we need to be so early on when there’s plenty of misery to come. Let’s start with a celebration instead, a party. They’re fun, right? I’ll tell you about my birthday.


Not the most recent one. I don’t want to overburden you before you’re ready. Besides, you don’t need to know that I didn’t even notice when the clock struck midnight, or that I spent the hours that followed lost in my work, in my research. Too busy to see, too determined to listen. Too focused on trying to stay alive. So there’s no point starting there.


Stay tuned for more of that fateful day later.


No, I’ll begin by telling you about the last birthday I enjoyed, the last birthday that meant something. It meant so much in so many ways.


Ready? Here comes the flashback:


Steve said, ‘I don’t expect you to listen to us.’


Jenny said, ‘But you really should.’


I wasn’t listening because my heart was racing as I tried to make sure I had everything. The holy trinity: money, make-up and medication.


My parents were exchanging looks and gestures. A whole silent language at work. I could see them out of the corner of my eye as I checked the contents of my bag. I felt like I was forgetting something but I was so out of practice socializing, I didn’t really know what I should be taking with me. My first house party at eighteen years old.


‘You’re going to be freezing,’ Steve said.


‘I’ll be outside for like a minute tops.’


‘If you take a coat, you can take it off. You can’t put one on if you don’t have one.’


‘I have a jacket.’


He gave a sort of snorting huff. ‘If it doesn’t cover your behind—’


‘Leave it behind,’ I finish, rolling my eyes. ‘Yeah, yeah, I know.’


‘Don’t “yeah, yeah” me. I’m only trying to—’


‘I think you look lovely, dear,’ Jenny interrupted, her soothing hand finding Steve’s arm.


I didn’t respond because I didn’t like all this talk about what I was wearing. I was self-conscious enough as it was and terrified my clothes were just as lame as I thought. Missing so much high school meant I didn’t know the rules. There was only so much magazines could teach me about the outside world.


Jenny brushed a stray hair from my shoulder. ‘Your father doesn’t remember what it was like to be your age because he was born a grumpy old man. At the hospital they skipped the neonatal ward and took him straight to geriatrics.’


She smiled, pleased with herself. She was on her second glass of wine already. Steve made a throaty grumble of displeasure Jenny’s way, which seemed to give her a small measure of extra satisfaction. I guessed the pills were starting to kick in, given the glassy sheen to her eyes. I was glad she was feeling upbeat.


In the past they would have laughed, perhaps Jenny continuing the gentle mockery for a few more barbs as Steve stumbled over his words to defend himself. No doubt I would have joined in the fun, and Maya too, the three girls in his life ganging up and taking turns to tease him, the big cave bear. And he, in response, probably chasing us around the house as we squealed and screamed, while he bellowed threats to make us pay by way of raspberries, noogies or the dreaded wet willies.


I realized they had both been silent for a moment like me, as if the three of us were all thinking the same thing at the same time, momentarily lost in the identical, impossible fantasy.


Steve was first to return to reality. ‘Regardless of what your mother says, I do remember what it was like at your age. I remember the pressure to fit in with my friends.’ He was speaking in a soft tone because he wanted me to listen to his words as if he was a peer, not a father. ‘When everyone else is doing something, it’s incredibly hard not to go along with it too.’


Even before, Steve had been the worrier of the two. Tonight was my first night out in forever, and it was almost like I could hear each of his thundering heartbeats. He knew that once I stepped through the front door he could no longer protect me.


Jenny didn’t add to his comment, but I knew the D-word was in her thoughts too.


No, not that D. Get your mind out of the gutter.


‘I’m not going to take drugs,’ I told them both. ‘Seriously, it makes like zero sense when I have a nightstand full of them already.’


Steve’s little speech was because ecstasy was in the headlines again as the go-to tabloid bogeyman. They were concerned because they’d read horror stories of supposedly quiet, ordinary teens suddenly turning into addicts or dying at raves, boiled in their own body heat. I didn’t get why anyone would want to go to those things, take pills bought from strangers with crazy eyes and dance all night to such awful, soulless music.


‘The last thing I want to do is swallow even more pills.’


There was frustration in my voice but I couldn’t get angry with them. I didn’t want to lose them either. I was forever telling Steve to cook with less oil. I was always telling Jenny to slow down with the wine. We were holding on to each other so tightly, we didn’t realize all three of us were asphyxiating under that unbearable pressure.


I know now they were more scared than I acknowledged at the time. Steve was doing everything possible to resist asking me to please stay home. It wasn’t a coincidence that Jenny was on that early second glass of wine. I think they were always scared. I think they were so used to hiding what they really felt that I wonder now if they ever showed me their true selves. I never truly recognized their pain because I was too distracted trying to cope with my own.


Grief is selfish like that.


I’d spent my middle teen years in more hospitals than classrooms, with more doctors than teachers, talking to more therapists than schoolfriends. I could barely recall the time before that, so as I was about to leave the house, it felt like I’d been waiting my entire life to start finally living.


Not my eighteenth birthday, but my first.


‘Our daughter is a smart girl,’ Jenny said to Steve. Then to me, ‘Aren’t you, honey?’


I nodded.


Steve sighed. ‘I’m just pointing out that even if you say no and they make fun of you, they’ll come to respect you more.’


‘Uh huh.’


‘Amy,’ Jenny then said in a gentle tone, peering over her wine glass at me.


‘Yeah?’


She said nothing but made a gesture that I didn’t understand for a moment, until I realized she was looking at my left wrist where my sleeve had ridden up a little. I twisted around and tugged the sleeve down over the hard ridge of discoloured skin poking out. When I turned back, she’d drifted away so as not to embarrass me. She knew I hated people noticing my scars. I only wore long sleeves, and I kept several bracelets and bands around that wrist at all times. I had a huge collection of the things, which I wore in different combinations as and when the mood took me. They were handmade in arts and crafts treatment sessions. Except one. My lucky bracelet that Maya gave me. It hadn’t left my wrist since I first put it on. She’d died the next day.


‘I can hear a car pulling up,’ Steve said, voice full of bubbling fatherly stress. He peered out of the front window. Turned to face me, struggling to keep his expression even. ‘Why is there a car? Who’s driving?’


‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ I tell him, rushing closer to take his hands in mine. ‘My friend’s dad, not her. He’s driving us all there. It’s okay, he’s just like you. He’s super careful, I promise. I promise.’


He swallowed. Tried hard to calm down. I could feel the dampness in his palms. I smiled to ease the panic in his eyes and Steve managed to nod in return.


‘Tell him it’s icier than it looks out there,’ he said, struggling to keep his voice even and rational-sounding. ‘Temperature has plummeted this evening and it rained all afternoon.’


‘I will. I swear. It’s icier than it looks, I’ll say. It rained this afternoon and the temperature’s dropped a lot since. Okay?’


He went to say more, to further emphasize the need for care, but he stopped himself. Instead, he forced a little smile for my benefit. He didn’t want to lose another daughter and yet he didn’t want me to take his fear out with me.


Jenny came closer. ‘Back by midnight.’


I resisted the urge to argue. Going out was a huge privilege and I was grateful, whatever the curfew attached to it. Besides, Jenny was being the stern one that Steve could not be. He did everything possible not to say no to me and at my worst I would have gone too far exploiting that. I needed Jenny’s unwavering discipline as the authority figure as much as I needed Steve’s unquestioning kindness, or I wouldn’t have survived. It was an excellent system, almost a tag team of sorts, and I bet it had been some strategy from my psychiatrist.


Amy needs a careful touch, I could imagine him saying, but not a weak one.


Oh, my parents were careful with me, and they were never weak. They had such resolve and such unwavering love despite my explosive temper, pendulum mood swings and relentless crying. I didn’t deserve them.


Jenny had already given me the speech about what kind of boys were trouble, to make sure I had my key and could recite our phone number and a thousand other things I didn’t care about. I just wanted to get out and have a good time.


I had planned that night with military precision. During the days and weeks leading up to it, I had never slept in, never played up or argued. I ate all the food given to me, I took all my meds, did all my homework and generally behaved like those perfect kids in commercials. I wouldn’t have been allowed out otherwise. I knew I had to fake normalcy like never before, and I was determined as I had never been before. I was ready to have fun again. I was willing to attempt happiness.


And Steve and Jenny were finally prepared to trust me again.


‘Promise me one thing,’ Jenny said as I opened the front door.


Expecting some final lecture, I sighed. ‘What now?’


‘That you’ll have a great time.’


‘You’ve earned it,’ Steve added.


It was so sweet, but it made me feel awkward. I hadn’t earned anything at all.


‘Don’t wait up,’ I said to change the subject, knowing full well they would be awake and anxious until the exact second I returned. But I couldn’t have that fun I so desperately needed if I was worried about them worrying.


I stepped outside, smiled and waved at my friends in the car at the end of the driveway, and was about to say goodbye to Steve and Jenny, only I didn’t get a chance because Steve suddenly wrapped his arms around me. A big hug because he filled a doorframe. He was like a lumbering giant. Slow and particular. There was a clumsy awkwardness about him that was so endearing. He could lift me up with one hand, yet had me open little bottle tops because he didn’t have the necessary dexterity in his massive sausage fingers. We both found such moments hilarious.


I was half crushed by the hug. I knew my friends could see me and Steve smothered me for so long I could have died of embarrassment. I hated every second of it and wriggled out as fast as possible, pretending I failed to notice how sad that made him.


‘I love you,’ Jenny called after me as I rushed down the drive, so desperate to attempt happiness, to start my new life, that I didn’t even look back.


I had the best time. I got drunk. I laughed. I danced. I even had my first proper, heavy-breathing teenage make-out session. I mean, I know I had the best time, and yet I can’t remember how it felt. I have no emotional recollection of the party. What was the name of the boy who slid his hand into my underwear? Was I too nervous to enjoy it? I can’t even picture my friends now. Their watercolour faces are smudged by the thumb of regret; bright memory faded to monochrome.


All withers of that party, that fun, that Amy.


All that lingers is Steve’s suffocating hug that embarrassed me and Jenny’s ‘I love you’ that I didn’t reciprocate. Because when I returned home at midnight, truly happy for the first time in years, I found my devoted parents side by side in the garage, hanging from the ceiling by their necks.










Two


Regrets, I’ve had way more than Sinatra. Like always calling Steve and Jenny ‘Steve and Jenny’. It was one of those stupid teenage things. I think I’d seen it in a sitcom, and it seemed rebellious and suited my need to define myself in whatever way I could. We all so badly want to be unique at that age and yet often the most originality we can achieve is to copy someone else. They hated it, of course, but that only made me more determined to keep doing it. And then it became a habit, and by the time my sister died in the car accident it was too late to change. It still haunts me that I couldn’t give them that small kindness of hearing their only remaining daughter call them ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’.


Did they think of that when they were preparing the nooses?


Maybe I could have taken away a little of their sadness, and perhaps they wouldn’t have left me all alone.


Clarity is second only to hindsight of all the things I hate in this world.


After myself, of course.


I’m in an especially self-loathing mood. Having your stomach pumped will do that to a girl.


‘I feel like a balloon with all the air forcibly sucked out.’


The doctor doesn’t look up from his clipboard. ‘How do you think you should feel at a time like this?’


I’m not sure how much condescension he wants me to infer from his tone, so I don’t answer.


Elizabeth is still working on the cover story. ‘I think one of those frat guys must’ve spiked your drink when we went for a smoke.’


Flipping a page, the doctor shakes his head a little. I’m pretty sure he’s annoyed I survived such a cocktail of alcohol, prescription drugs and illegal narcotics. He shakes his head a lot. His nostrils flare to the point that they look like they might fly away. He tuts every chance he can. Naturally, this gives me a small amount of comfort as I recover on the bed, my entire throat pulsing in waves of agony from the tubes they’d stuck down there.


Lizzy sees me grimace. ‘Can’t you give her something for the pain?’


The doctor doesn’t look up. ‘I don’t think there’s enough room in her bloodstream for any more drugs.’


I take Lizzy’s hand. Squeeze it. ‘I’m okay. I just want to go home.’ Seeing the pain and concern in her face hurts more than my deflated insides and raw throat. ‘I’ll be fine by tomorrow.’


‘Indeed,’ the doctor says. ‘Although I can’t quite believe you’re not in worse shape.’


‘Why does it sound like you think this is her fault?’ Lizzy barks. ‘She’s the victim here. Her drink was spiked.’


He finally looks up. ‘Would you like me to give the police a call on your behalf? I’m sure someone can be here within the hour to take a statement.’


I try not to squirm under his scrutinous gaze. ‘I… No, I don’t… I’m not sure what happened. I don’t know who…’


Lizzy says, ‘Can I take her home now or what?’


The doctor sighs. Nods in defeat.


Lizzy doesn’t know what happened, but she’s backing up my story because she knows I’m a sliver away from being locked up for my own protection. She pretends she was with me almost the entire night, that she willingly took as many drugs as I did, that I was laughing and joking the whole time – until I passed out – and had expressed no desire to kill or harm myself. The doctor doesn’t seem convinced, but maybe he’s willing to take a chance, to believe. Or perhaps he knows deep down what this was, and also knows that with Lizzy backing me up there’s nothing he can really do.


Third time should have been the charm, yet I failed again, like I had the previous two times. First time: I didn’t cut deep enough. Second time: the rope frayed. Now: I threw up all those pills before they could work their magic.


Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, as I’ve already mentioned, which was why I tried to copy Steve and Jenny. I figured it would be easy. Seriously, how hard can it be to hang yourself? Rope. Noose. Job done. Ignorance is bliss. I don’t weigh much but turns out most rope isn’t all that strong. Should have gone with climbing rope, of course. Or the high-tensile stuff Steve and Jenny used. I just picked up something cheap from the DIY place. I can laugh about it now: buying cheap rope to save pennies when I was trying to kill myself. What was I trying to save the money for? One more flower at my cremation? Still, suicidal thoughts are, by definition, mental illness, so I try not to give myself too hard a time over the small stuff.


I’m not entirely sure what went wrong with the slit wrists. I bought the most expensive razor blades available. Closest shave possible, they claimed. No razor burn. Kissably smooth legs. Baby soft cooch. I cut plenty deep, and the right way too. No amateur bisecting cry-for-help grazes for me. No, I went along the tendons. I’ve never seen so much blood. But I woke up in the hospital. Somehow, I survived. A miracle. Thanks, oh-so common blood type.


Tonight I can almost understand. The culmination of a prolonged period of weeping and wailing and too hard a comedown. Whatever my mental fragility, my body is pure cavewoman. Its demise requires a more determined effort. I popped everything I could lay my hands on and hoped for the best. Hope failed. Survival through laziness. Darwinism in reverse.


Define irony, Amy:


I’m too weak to overcome my own strength.


Lizzy takes me back once the condescending doctor signs the release. I’m silent the entire trip because I know if I open my mouth then all that’s going to come out of it will be sobs. I don’t want to cry for the whole journey. I don’t want her to see me like that. She must already be thinking how pathetic I am, how she wishes she never made friends with me in that first week of college.


Too late now, bitch.


‘Are you okay, hun?’ she asks me.


I nod and touch my throat to show her it hurts, to explain away my silence. She buys it or doesn’t, and is polite and kind enough not to challenge me on it. I don’t like to be challenged. I tend to lash out. Just don’t tell me I overreact a lot or I’ll go apeshit.


It’s a rocky ride because Lizzy’s car is a piece of trash, because she’s an average person with regular parents who didn’t kill themselves and leave her piles of useful cash.


Lizzy is everything I wish I could be myself. She’s taller, slimmer, smarter, prettier – but above all else she’s normal. She’s had her issues, sure, but she’s not covered in scars from suicide attempts. She doesn’t have a list of prescribed medication longer than her arm. She’s kind and decent and, oh, how I miss her so much in these final weeks.


Where was I? Oh yes, I sleep for sixteen hours straight as my body recovers from all that poison.


My eyes open, and I smile.


I smile because she stands over me. The ceiling light is directly above her and gives her a halo of sixty-watt light. She’s glorious.


‘You look like an angel,’ I say.


She laughs. ‘What did they give you again?’


I shrug. ‘You are an angel. You saved me.’


‘While that’s a lovely thing to say, I think the doctors should have a little of the credit.’


‘They just pumped my stomach. Anyone can do that.’


‘I’m not sure that’s true.’


‘But you saved me. You protected me.’


She knows what I mean: she lied for me.


Glorious Lizzy stares down at me, my own personal heavenly guardian, but she looks sad. She is sad. ‘You meant it, didn’t you?’


I don’t answer. I can’t meet her gaze. I can’t bear this angel to think badly of me.


‘Why?’ she asks.


She knows why, of course. She knows all about Steve and Jenny and Maya, and the hollowed-out husk of a girl they left behind. She doesn’t mean that. She means why now, why this time, what pushed me over this particular edge?


‘Is it because the anniversaries are coming up?’


We go way back so she knows this is always a tough time of the year for me, with my looming birthday. That means, within the space of a few weeks, it’s the anniversary of Maya’s death and the anniversary of Steve and Jenny’s suicide. Funnily enough, I didn’t feel like celebrating when I turned nineteen, and then twenty. My twenty-first will be no different.


I shrug in response, which isn’t an easy thing to do lying down and tucked under a quilt. It feels awkward. I feel awkward. I’m small. I’m nothing.


‘Tell me,’ she says.


There’s no insistence in her voice, no order. She wants to know because she needs to know, to know me. How can she help me if she doesn’t know me?


I blink. My cheeks dampen.


‘Oh no,’ she says with her soft, heavenly voice. ‘Don’t do that. Don’t cry. You don’t have to tell me. I’m here for you, regardless.’


She reaches down to wipe away my tears with a thumb, first one cheek then the other. Her touch is softer than the pillow. Her touch is warmth and love, and I’m unworthy of it.


‘I don’t deserve you,’ I say.


‘Don’t be silly. Of course you do. I just want to help you, Amy. Let me help you.’


I swallow. I nod. I need her help, but I don’t want to need it. I don’t want to be me at all.


She waits for me to speak in my own time. She doesn’t rush me.


‘I miss them,’ I say.


‘I know,’ she says.


She waits again. She has infinite patience for this patient.


I take a breath in an effort to compose myself. A ridiculous notion because I’m so far removed from composure, it’s not even funny. But I need a moment to gather myself, to find some courage to speak and some strength to actually get the words out as words and not sobs and more tears.


‘I was watching TV,’ I begin. ‘Not really watching but it was on, and I was there, so I was watching. Do you know what I mean?’


Of course she knows. She’s been there. We’ve all been there. I continue:


‘There was a commercial. I wasn’t paying attention, but I could hear the music. I don’t know what the music was, but it was classical or opera or something. Lizzy, it was beautiful. It was just so lovely. I looked up at the screen. I saw the ad. It was for a car. I don’t even know what kind of car it was, but I started crying because I wondered what kind of music Maya was listening to when she was in her car, when she…’


My voice cracks. I raise my hand to cover my eyes. Lizzy leans closer to hug me, but she can’t hug me while I’m lying down on my back, so she climbs across me and lies down on the bed next to me. Instead, she can place an arm over me. She says nothing, but she doesn’t need to say anything, because no words can change anything. They can’t take away my pain and they can’t bring Maya back and they can’t turn back time and stop Steve and Jenny hanging ropes in the garage. She holds me while I cry, and I don’t know how long I cry for because I fall asleep, and when I wake she’s still lying next to me, still holding me.


‘Don’t do it again,’ she says. ‘Promise me.’


I say, ‘I promise,’ and I’m glad she can’t see my face, because she doesn’t deserve my lies as much as I don’t deserve her.


Of course, I don’t have to promise her. I don’t need to kill myself when I’m going to die anyway. All I have to do is wait.


The only problem – and it’s a significant one – is that I don’t want to die like this. Doomed, cursed. Whatever.


Killing myself is one thing. That’s my choice. It’s my autonomy as a human being to decide when to end the life that is mine, and mine alone. Having it decided for me is unacceptable.


Define irony again: I want to live so I may die when I choose.










Three


‘You don’t have to stay with me all day,’ I say as I hand Lizzy some breakfast the next morning.


She takes her plate and shrugs as if her kindness is no big deal. Maybe it isn’t to her. Perhaps that’s just how ordinary people behave towards one another.


‘I’m here, Amy,’ she says with a smile. ‘So get used to it.’


She’s already missed several classes to look after me and doesn’t so much as reference this fact. I love her for that. Most people are so desperate for credit whenever they so much as hold open a door for someone, that they can’t help themselves but remind you of the favour they’re doing, of their holy sacrifice. Your guilt is their acclaim. Not Elizabeth. Not my sweet Lizzy.


We’re having toast because that’s literally all I know how to make for breakfast besides fixing a bowl of cereal. My toaster has a whole range of sci-fi level settings but somehow only seems capable of making hot floppy bread or charcoal. I opt for charcoal, and scrape off so many burnt breadcrumbs that the kitchen sink ends up looking like an ashtray. Lizzy prefers hot limp bread because it’s less work. We both slather on plenty of margarine and munch in silence, communicating with grunts and eyebrow raises, trying to outdo one another with increasingly silly expressions. Lizzy laughs first, so I win.


‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘For staying, I mean.’


Finished eating, I dump my plate and knife into the sink, in the hope the dishwashing fairy will come along later and take care of it for me. Said fairy has been somewhat slack in her duties of late because I don’t so much as put the plate and knife in the sink as balance them on top of an unstable mountain of pans and crockery.


Lizzy rolls her eyes as she perches her plate on top of mine. ‘You don’t have to thank me.’


‘I do.’


‘You don’t.’


‘I did.’


‘You shouldn’t have.’


I smile. She smiles. I feel better.


‘You can go,’ I say. ‘I’m not going to do it again.’


She can’t hide the scepticism in her eyes because it’s only right to be sceptical.


‘I feel like shit,’ I explain. ‘My stomach hurts, and my throat is so raw, it’s like I’ve sucked off a donkey.’


She arches an eyebrow. ‘I thought you were only into horse dicks.’


‘I’m trying to be less discriminatory.’


She laughs. I laugh. We hug.


I’m not sure what we had for breakfast is incredibly pertinent, but I figure I should tell you everything I remember. I think keeping things as linear as possible is the most logical method. If I start with where I end up then I don’t think it will make sense. I’ll have to explain things in reverse, and you’ll become fixated on what happens to me instead of why it happens. It’s the why that has to be the key. It’s the why that can ultimately help you. At least, that’s what I think at this moment of the telling. Maybe I’ll change my mind later on and start leaping around in time. Throw in some flashforwards, maybe. Experiment with jump cuts, perhaps. If I’m inconsistent, it’s because I don’t know what I’m doing. Please don’t get annoyed with me, okay? I’m making it up as I go along. I wish I knew what was best, but at this moment I don’t. If I did I wouldn’t need to write anything down. In fact, although I’m writing a survival guide, if you’re reading this, then there’s a chance that I’m speaking to you from beyond the grave. I could be long dead, couldn’t I? Which then means that I’m writing in the now and you are simultaneously reading in future.


And while I’m alive at the time of writing, I could also be dead in your present.


This is some mind-bending stuff, right?


Anyway, I’ll break continuity now to tell you one thing that you mustn’t forget, that you need to keep in your thoughts at all times.


It’s like a code, a pattern, a puzzle I don’t yet understand. Ready?


Three.


The number. It’s got something to do with the number three. We’ll come back to that later, but I want you to be thinking about it from the offset. You see, I might tell you about something that happened, something that didn’t seem important as it happened, but perhaps you’ll realize it was important, it was significant after all and I just didn’t notice.


I’m hoping that by writing this down, I’ll make sense of it all before the end. But right now I feel like a failure because I can’t just give you all the answers.


I’m sorry I failed us both.


But I’m giving you the head start I never had.


Don’t waste it.


Don’t you fucking dare.


‘I can stay as long as you like,’ Lizzy says. ‘I can get notes off Cath. She’ll be cool with it. She likes to feel needed. Like seriously, bitch, we’re just using you. It doesn’t mean you’re the shit.’


I’m shaking my head before she’s finished. ‘It’s okay. You really don’t have to stay. I didn’t actually mean it.’


She frowns. Sceptical. She’s right to be, of course.


‘I did mean it, but maybe I didn’t also. Like yin and yang, light and dark. Duality of man… kind of thing.’


‘In English, please.’


I struggle to find the correct words. I can’t speak with any accuracy because I don’t know which feelings were real and which were induced, manipulated or twisted by drugs and alcohol.


I say, ‘Deep down I’m sure I had to know there weren’t enough pills. I was upset. I wasn’t thinking. I just wanted the pain to go away. It wasn’t like before. I wasn’t upset when I cut myself. I had planned it for weeks. I had this ice-cold clarity, this determination. Purpose. Last night wasn’t like that.’


She wants to believe me but can’t quite bring herself to accept my explanation. She thinks I’m lying.


‘I swear, Lizzy. I swear it. I wouldn’t lie. Not to you. To everyone else in this piss-poor excuse for a world, yes, but not you. Never you. You’re the only thing that matters to me.’


She raises her eyebrow again, but it’s not funny this time.


‘I mean it, I wouldn’t lie to you. Every other fucker out there, sure. But not you. Never you. Come on. You have to believe that.’


‘Okay, okay,’ she says. ‘I give up. If you swear you didn’t mean it, then I believe you. But you really scared me, Amy.’


‘I’m sorry. I am so sorry. The last thing I want to do is cause you pain.’


She gives me a stern look. ‘If you try again, I’ll kill you.’


She cracks before she’s finished and we smile and hug again.


I say, ‘You’re crushing me with your balloon tits.’


‘And I don’t even charge.’


We release one another. She brushes down some of my unruly hair.


‘But please talk to me when you get sad like that. Even if you’re not thinking suicidal thoughts. Okay? Just call me. Talk to me. Please. It’s not like I have a life beyond studying and chronic masturbation.’


‘I will,’ I say, and I want to mean it.


‘I thought I’d lost you. I really did.’


I don’t know what to say. She has a frightened look in her eyes I haven’t seen before. It unnerves me just to see it in Lizzy, to see it in this perfect person who I wish I was instead of myself.


‘What is it?’ I ask, yet I don’t want an answer.


For a moment it seems as if she won’t tell me and I’m relieved, but I don’t know why.


The relief doesn’t last.


‘It’s silly,’ she begins. ‘Sort of stupid, I know, but I had a kind of premonition. Like a dream, only I wasn’t asleep.’


‘What do you mean? When did you have this premonition?’


My tone is mocking and I feel bad instantly, and she bows her head, not wanting to meet my gaze. ‘I was thinking about your sister, your parents… then I had this weird feeling. I can’t explain it. But it was like I blinked and you were dead.’ She looks up. ‘I got the call from the hospital soon afterwards.’


She sounds serious, but it’s hard to take it seriously. ‘Were you smoking grass?’


She’s shaking her head vigorously before I’m finished. ‘Obviously I was high, but my mind was clear. That’s what’s so freaky about it.’


‘So what?’


I shrug. It doesn’t mean anything to me. We all think about weird things all the time. We only dwell on the tiny percentage that happens to sync up with the real world. I call that coincidence, but I’ve never been remotely superstitious.


She’s surprised by my distinct lack of meaningful reaction. ‘It doesn’t bother you?’


I shake my head. ‘Why would it? You just had a thought. Maybe we were talking about death earlier that day – and let’s face it, we do that a lot – and a slice of our conversation popped into your mind. You think it’s a premonition, but it’s actually just a memory of something you’d forgotten.’


It’s Lizzy’s turn to shake her head. ‘No, it wasn’t that. It really wasn’t. Amy, I’m telling you, it was a premonition. I saw you, and you were dead.’


I smile. ‘But I’m here. I’m alive. It wasn’t a premonition because it didn’t come true.’


I can see in her expression that she’s sure of what she ‘saw’, but she can hardly fault the logic that I’m alive and standing before her.


I try to clear my throat. I can’t. I can’t swallow.


I can’t breathe.


My eyes widen. My face reddens. I grasp at my throat.


‘Amy,’ Lizzy cries out, terrified.


She’s punching me in the arm a second later, once she sees I’m desperately trying to stop my face breaking into a childish grin.


‘That wasn’t cool,’ she says. ‘And it wasn’t funny.’


‘I think it’s pretty funny. Why are you twitchy? It’s not like you.’


She hesitates, not unsure of why but how best to express it. ‘You know…’


‘I don’t.’


‘The expression,’ she says in answer. ‘Bad things always happen in threes.’


I’m waiting for more because I don’t understand what that has to do with me.


‘Your sister,’ she says. ‘Your parents. You.’


‘That doesn’t make sense. That’s four people. If anything, the bad-things-happen-in-threes has already happened. Maya, Steve and Jenny. Three people.’


‘I guess,’ she says, unconvinced. ‘But your parents died together, didn’t they? That’s one tragedy.’


‘Is it?’ I ask.


Her eyes flick up, looking over me to the clock on the wall. ‘Shit,’ she says. ‘I forgot I have that tutorial with Professor Hot-or-Not. Do you mind? Are you really okay to be on your own for a bit?’


I assure her it’s fine. I want to be by myself.


She’s gone moments later. I’m alone in my little student abode with nothing but my thoughts for company. These thoughts inevitably form a monstrous dark cloud of sadness and pain and memory that crackles with lightning and booms with thunder. At the centre of that maelstrom is the calm eye of the storm, and in that eye, in that calm, is a single inescapable question that will come to define my short life from this point on:


Do bad things always happen in threes?










Four


Home is where the heart is. Was. I still have the house I grew up in, not that I’ve lived in it since my parents decided breathing was an overrated use of their time. It’s obvious to say the house feels empty, yet it’s cavernous in that emptiness. I step back in time as I walk the rooms and hallways, looking for nothing and everything all at once. The dust sheets over furniture are like spirits trapped in limbo, statue-still yet wailing in a choir of excruciating silence.


In the early days, I tried to sell it – I wanted to be rid of the memories – but word gets around. Not many people want to live in the same house where a couple of ordinary, regular people hanged themselves. An automated rolling garage door seems like a great selling point until you hear that the ropes were attached to the ceiling runners. And even if a potential buyer could get past that, once they found out that the couple had a daughter who died in a car crash, it’s no stretch to imagine that any other house on the market suddenly looks more appealing. Here’s a lovely three-bed property with walk-in closets and the haunting stench of violent death or here’s a poky studio with rats in the walls for the same price.


You’d take the rats every time, right?


I don’t blame you. I would too.


All that death lingers as poisonous air. I take it in with every breath and yet I cannot breathe it out again.


I realize I’m toying with the bracelet Maya gave me all those years ago. It’s a simple silver band, little more than costume jewellery, but it’s the most precious thing I own. I touch it for luck sometimes. I touch it when I’m scared.


A house that isn’t lived in has a certain kind of smell. It smells empty. Emptiness has no scent, of course, but it’s the absence of all the little odours of a home that is noticeable. There are no delicious aromas of coffee or food drifting from the kitchen. There are no sickly floral scents from air fresheners. There’s no whiff of pets. No cleaning chemicals. The reek of nothingness assails my nostrils.


Everywhere is the same.


The living room is lifeless.


The garden won’t grow.


This home is a tomb.


I feel the ghosts of my parents following me wherever I go. Every few steps I stop and spin around, hoping to catch them off guard. I fail. Every time they’re too fast for me. They want me to know they’re there, but they don’t want us to connect. Maybe that’s for the best. What do you say to a ghost anyway?


Looking a bit pale, Jenny.


Have you lost weight, Steve?


I’m nervous, yet I don’t know why. There’s a building unease that I cannot rationalize. What do I expect to find? What do I think might happen here?


In my paranoia, I begin lifting up the sheets covering furniture to check no one or nothing is hiding beneath them. Is that a chair beneath that sheet or the crouching shape of a monster?


It’s the middle of the day, but I start turning on every light. My heart is racing. My pits are damp.


Lizzy’s words echo in my mind. I’m thinking about patterns, about bad things always happening in threes. Just a saying or is it rooted in something real, something primaeval? Something humanity chose to forget for its own sanity?


I’m trying not to look at the door to the garage in case it looks back at me, in case the door opens as I near and pulls me inside.


It was always a nice garage, filled with this, that and the other, but neat. Steve put up metal shelving units along every wall, floor to ceiling. That way he could give in to his need to collect everything, to throw nothing away, while at the same time obeying Jenny’s obsession with regimented order. She hated mess. She had lists for everything. No task was performed without a thorough plan. No deviation was ever allowed. We were never late for school.


Steve called her Drill Sergeant Jenny, but never to her face. It was our little game, our little secret. Jenny would bark orders, and Steve would wait until her back was turned and throw me a little salute. She never knew. She never saw. It was just for us. Now, I feel awful for making fun of her, for excluding her.


Maybe she was lonely. Maybe deep down, she felt excluded. Maybe I didn’t do enough to connect with her.


Maybe…


I find myself in Maya’s bedroom, now just an empty room. I wasn’t allowed in here. She was three years older than me and our interactions were limited. She could drive and date, and didn’t have much time for her annoying little sister. I didn’t really like her in those last couple of years. All the fun times we used to have were before then, before she became obsessed with make-up and music and boys. At that point, I didn’t know her any more. She was full of hormones, and growing up at a much faster rate than me. I may have even hated her at times.


Which is awful to admit. It’s the truth, though. I thought she could be a real bitch. Now, I know she was just a teenager on the verge of adulthood and I was still a kid in a teenager’s body. I’m sure if she was still alive, we would be the best of friends, talking on the phone for hours every weekend, telling each other everything about our lives: my studies and her new job, our respective dalliances with substances, our relationships, our triumphs and defeats.


In my old bedroom, I stand a while looking at the marks left on the walls from old poster tack. It’s funny, I can’t remember what bands used to look down on me while I slept. That could be for the best, though. I’m sure I would be mortified to know. What did I dream about back then, I wonder? What kind of nightmares woke up that young girl in the middle of the night?


I’m curious because I don’t have nightmares these days. Not true nightmares. I have scary dreams now and again, sure, but they’re not nightmares because what could be more horrifying than my real life? The dreams that make me wake up in a cold sweat with a pounding heart, the dreams that make me cry, are the exact opposite of scary dreams. Sometimes, I dream Maya is still alive. I dream that Steve and Jenny didn’t kill themselves. I dream everything is normal. They’re my nightmares. Not because those dreams are horrible – they’re not, they’re lovely – but because there’s this instance, this moment when I first wake up, when I don’t realize I’ve been dreaming. There’s this semi-conscious delusion I dwell within that never lasts long, yet lasts just long enough to convince me they’re not dead.


Only then do I remember the truth.


Those are the days I don’t get out of bed. Those are the days I have to change my pillowcase and leave the pillow outside to dry. My unconscious is cruel to torture me like that. I can hear its mocking laughter echoing in the deepest recesses of my mind. A sadistic jester shares the same space as I do.


When my cell phone rings, I startle.


It takes me a while to dig it out of my bag because I’m still not used to carrying it. I don’t really see the point of it, but it seemed like a fun toy to get when you have money to spare and you’re baked out of your tree. And it’s kind of cool to walk around and act like a big shot, with people staring at you.


I press the rubbery green button, and Lizzy says, ‘Heya hun, whatcha doin’?’


‘Scaring the shit out of myself, you?’


‘Nothin’, bored. You finished up with Doc Quiff yet?’


‘I’m seeing him in about an hour unless I can think of a decent excuse.’


‘I’d rather see a shrink than do this assignment. Trying to get my head around the question is a fuckshow. It’s like he’s trying to drive us insane with these big words and ambiguity.


I say, ‘Uh-huh,’ because I haven’t even read the question. Studying is the last thing on my mind. Kind of got better things to do too, only I don’t know it quite yet.


‘So,’ Lizzy says, ‘you about? Can I come over and bother you before he digs around in your subconscious?’


‘I’m sorting out some personal crap. Admin of the soul, if you will.’


My ambiguity doesn’t work, and she understands straight away. ‘House stuff?’


I grunt something that could be construed as agreement.


‘Potential buyer?’


I don’t want to talk about it, but I don’t want to dismiss her perfectly reasonable enquiry. It’s not her fault I have entirely unreasonable mood swings.


I say, ‘There might be some interest. It’s not at the viewing stage, and probably won’t even get close, but I thought I’d come back and take a look around just in case.’


‘Wise,’ she says. ‘Better to know in advance if a gang of cannibal vagrants have taken up residence.’


‘I was more worried about satanic circus clowns, personally.’


‘This is why you need me to keep you grounded. You’ve got your priorities all messed up.’


Don’t I know it.


We talk about the assignment for a minute and then about whether the lecturer’s face is worth sitting on, and for a tiny, sweet moment I forget where I am and what I’m doing.


It’s murderously expensive to call a cell so Lizzy can’t talk for long and skips to the point: ‘Wanna get fucked up when you’re done with Doc Quiff?’


‘Do hoes blow for cookie dough?’


She screeches in delight.


‘Love ya, bitch,’ she says before hanging up.


I leave the house, my old home. I didn’t find what I was looking for because I don’t understand why I came back this time, why I keep coming back.


Maybe I’m hoping this life of mine is a delusion, an extended cruel dream, and one day I’ll wake up and run into Maya’s bedroom and tell her all about the worst nightmare ever, before rushing downstairs to begin calling Jenny and Steve ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’.


It’s cold outside on the porch. Was it cold when I arrived? Were the clouds so dark, so oppressive? When was the sky last blue? When did the sun last feel warm?


I don’t need to cry when I’m back in my car because the clouds do so for me, peppering the bodywork and windows. The relentless downpour draws a veil over me, so I decide to exploit this unexpected privacy by rolling a joint. I don’t intend to smoke the entire thing before driving – even I’m not that reckless – but I have a few more pulls than I should, my brain becomes fuzzy and I recline the seat to close my eyes to enjoy better the rhythmic pitter-pattering of rain on metal and glass.


There’s a pattern to the pattering.


I can hear the melody: pat, pat-pat, pat.


Over and over again, hundreds of raindrops hitting in the car with that exact same pattern.


Pat, pat-pat, pat.


Maya, Steve-Jenny, me.


The rain intensifies into a deluge. Thousands of raindrops falling now, and yet I can still hear the same melody. The reverberations work their way through the seat until I not only hear the relentless pat, pat-pat, pat but feel it too.


I’m hyperventilating.


I’m scared.


My eyes snap open and it’s darker now than it was before.


It’s dark because there is a shadow lying across the car.


No, a shape blocks the daylight.


Dark and glistening, distorted by the downpour and the raindrops on the glass between us, a hooded figure stands next to the car, next to the driver’s door, next to me.


I gasp as a pale hand reaches out.


Death himself has come for me.










Five


My gasp becomes a scream of terror and surprise that is muted by the rain hammering the car. If the Grim Reaper hears he makes no sign. The pale hand, long and thin, forms a fist of skin and bone, and those protruding knuckles rap on the window: tap, tap-tap, tap.


My surprise becomes confusion that becomes embarrassment.


The hand belongs to no skeleton. The cold rain has bleached the colour from the skin to a ghostly white, but this is no apparition.


Through the relentless rain, a muted voice says, ‘Amy?’


I sit forward, adjusting the lever to bring the seat with me, so I’m upright again. The voice sounds familiar, and I reach for the handle to wind down the window.


Cold rain splashes through the resulting gap, getting onto my hand, my face.


‘Jefferson?’ I ask the hooded figure.


A face emerges through the shroud of weather, old and kind with a crooked smile.


‘Jefferson!’ I cry out, smiling too, as I remember this face, this old man, that in my grief I had forgotten even existed.


‘What are you doing here?’ he asks.


The stench of marijuana smoke wafting out of the car answers for him.


‘It’s not good for your mind, you know,’ he says, disapproving, disappointed.


‘Didn’t you hear?’ I ask, rhetorical. ‘I lost mine long ago.’


The rain sluices from the hood of his black parka. His breath clouds in the frigid air. He’s freezing. He’s soaked.


‘Oh God,’ I say, ‘where are my manners? Get in the car, Jefferson, before you catch your death.’


He shakes his head. ‘I have a better idea. Why don’t you come inside for some hot tea?’


He gestures back over his shoulder to his house that sits next door to mine. In the rain, the mist, it’s barely there. An illusion, almost.


I don’t want tea. I don’t like tea.


‘That sounds lovely,’ I say, because the guilt I feel at forgetting Jefferson, sweet old Jefferson, is unbearable.


He smiles wider, hearing my agreement. ‘Get ready to sprint,’ he says, ‘otherwise, you’ll drown.’


Jefferson lives alone. He’s lived alone as long as I can remember, as long as he’s lived next door, which is for ever. He was there when we moved in, living alone, keeping to himself, the perfect neighbour, never causing any bother and never complaining about a couple of unruly young girls screeching and screaming all day long on the other side of the fence. Maya had the hots for one of the boys who visited next door – Jefferson’s grandkids – only he was at college and not interested in someone still in high school. Jefferson seemed old back then, back when I was a teen, back when I was a child, yet he looks no older. He must be really old now, and yet he seems hardy, like an old oak tree that has endured the elements for far longer than the younger trees around him, yet will outlast them all.


He’s outlasted Steve and Jenny, and Maya.


He might outlast me too, although neither of us realizes that right now, as I sit at his kitchen table and watch him boil up some water to make tea.


We make some small talk, and it’s a little awkward. We were never close, and though we lived next door to one another for more years of my life than not, I never knew him. Not really. He must have had a wife at some point. Did she leave before I was born? Did she die?


He asks about my studies and my car and my clothes and everything else that doesn’t involve mentioning Maya or my parents. The gaps between questions grow longer each time because it’s hard to talk to someone you don’t know and even harder when you’re both doing everything possible to avoid mentioning the defining moments of your life.


Thankfully, the water boils and he finishes the tea, which gives us something else to focus on.


‘It’s good,’ I lie after taking a sip.


‘Nothing kills a chill faster.’


I look around. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been in your house before.’


He nods in agreement.


‘I like it,’ I say. ‘It’s minimalist but still cosy, still homely.’


‘Everything I need,’ he says, ‘and nothing I don’t.’


I sip. He sips. If this were a western, the wind would be blowing tumbleweed past us right about now.


‘It’s okay,’ I tell him. ‘I’m a mess, I’m a wreck, but you can mention them. I won’t burst into tears. I mean, I probably will. I almost certainly will, but I’m used to it. I have plenty of tissues on me. I promise I won’t snot all over your table.’


He smiles. He chuckles.


It’s a deep, comforting sound. Reassuring.


‘They were good people,’ he says. ‘All three of them.’


My eyes moisten. ‘The best.’


‘You should be very proud of yourself.’


I frown. ‘Why? Why would I possibly be proud of myself? Have you seen the state of me?’


‘Don’t talk yourself down, Amy. You’ve been through hell and you’re still here. That’s remarkable. That’s more than most will ever be capable of achieving. You’ve had an entire life’s worth of pain and suffering, and you’re not even twenty-one. I don’t for one second think the last few years have been anything but agony for you, and yet you’ve come through it unscarred and unscathed.’


He doesn’t know about all the cutting and suicide attempts, clearly.


He says, ‘So you smoke some grass and wear a little too much black make-up? So what?’


I wipe my eyes with one of the tissues. I blow my nose with it afterwards. ‘Well, when you put it like that…’


‘Would you like some more tea?’


No, I don’t want more tea. I still don’t like tea.


‘Yes, please.’


There’s still hot water on the stove so it doesn’t take long before he’s refreshed my cup. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t do more. My generation isn’t good at opening up, and I didn’t want to upset your parents any more than they were already upset. I told myself I didn’t want to add to their suffering.’


I listen.


‘When my wife died, I tried to grieve on the inside for the sake of my boy. I wanted to be strong for him. I thought if I could keep him busy, if I could distract him, he would get through it easier. The truth is, I was a coward. When you don’t mention something you don’t have to deal with it. You can pretend it’s not happening and if no one else brings it up then the illusion holds. I was the same with your parents to my shame. I made small talk because I was too scared to mention Maya or ask how they were coping. I wish to God I had done things differently. Because maybe if they had had someone to talk to, to share their pain with, maybe they wouldn’t have—’


I shake my head. I reach out to touch his hand. ‘Don’t take even a sliver of blame for what they did. If anyone’s to blame, it’s me. I was suffering so much after Maya that I didn’t stop for a second to consider their pain. I needed them so much. I didn’t realize they needed me too. I let them down. It’s not your fault, Jefferson. It’s mine. I killed them with my selfishness. I…’


I can’t finish because I’m sobbing and my face is a mess of tears and mucus.


I’m out of tissues by the time I’ve finished mopping up. They form a sticky mountain on Jefferson’s table.
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