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By Jacob Akemann
It screamed when my teeth slipped into its arm, yet my jaws only latched on tighter. It waved its injured limb, churning inside of my mouth. It would slow down soon. The helpless creature was dying and in its death I came alive. I only felt life when I killed. No other satin liquid could warm my senses as that one did. I ripped my head back and the shreds of its shoulder slung onto my face. As blood stained my eyelids, I closed them and let the creature run. It didn’t get very far. 

“So what’d you do last night?” Mark asks me between spoonfuls of cereal. 

We sit at a table. Mark is facing the window. I’m facing the kitchen. My eyes lumber slowly from object to object.  My fingers are beginning to rap repetitively against the surface. My eyes settle on my fingers. With each beat, I follow my soft, shallow nails as they strike against the surface again. I can move them faster if I concentrate.

“Chris,” Mark addresses me. Sometimes I do that, get lost in things. My mind begins to travel and I forget where I am. “You’re doing it again,” he warns as he gestures towards my pounding finger tips. 

I stretch out my hands and pull them away from the table. “Sorry,” I tell him, looking away. “I’m just,” I’m having trouble speaking. “I’m just anxious. I need to get to work.”

Mark laughs silently and continues to eat his dry sawdust. “You should be lucky I’m up this early. I didn’t even know eight o’clock existed until a month ago.” He thinks he’s pretty funny. I need him to drive, so I smile. “Besides, there’s always the bus.” I laugh again. I need to stand.

I walk over to the window and look outside. The sun is higher now. It shines down against the forest just outside of town. My eyes wander, searching for something. I think I see it. The forest is darker there, in a spot where one of the hills falls.

“So what’d you do last night?” Mark asks me again. I hear the sound of a spoon falling into a glass bowl and a chair being pushed out from the table.

“I was here,” I tell him. “Did you guys have fun?”

Mark doesn’t answer for a moment, so I turn around. He’s washing the bowl in the sink. “We need to go,” he tells me. “You’re gonna be late.”

We sit in the car, pulling out of the driveway. I pull the seatbelt over my shoulder and feel the tight strap hold me against the seat. The side of it presses against my neck. I clench my fists, but my fingers still squirm inside. As we move faster down the road, I open the window.

“So when are you going to tell me what happened to your car?” Mark asks, laughing politely.

“I totaled it,” I say again, “I told you this already.”

“I know,” he says again, “But what happened?”

I look out the window. The breeze whips my face. My head tilts to the side, towards the window. The wind rushes against my eyelids, through my hair. I’m moving really fast, racing against the wind. I’m racing against the other cars. I’m moving faster.

“Chris?” My eyes open.

“I was tired,” I announce to him. “It was late. I fell asleep and I ran the car off of the road.” I sigh enough so he can hear. “I told you this.”

Mark doesn’t say anything. I should be glad. He always wants to talk when we’re in the car. It’s so annoying.

“Dude,” he tells me sympathetically, “It’s okay if you were drunk. Ryan just got a DUI last Summer. Everyone does it sometimes.”

I groan. “I was not drunk!” My voice is rising. This is why I hate when he talks in the car. “I don’t even drink! You know that.” I take a few breaths and regain my control. I wish this car would move faster.

He waits a moment before talking again. “I just don’t know why you act like this.”

“Like what?”

“Chris, I heard you come in at six last night,” he states finitely. “I checked your room at four, when we got back.”

I remain silent. I didn’t prepare for this.

He continues,  “And your car being totaled? You showed up the next morning, passed out in our backyard. What are we supposed to think after that?”

I smile instinctively, but look out the window. “It was a joke.” He doesn’t believe me.

“And how’d you get out of the car?” Mark’s voice has calmed down to a low murmur. “You weren’t even scratched.” I don’t think he expects me to answer.

I reach into my pocket to grab my cell phone because the clock in Mark’s car is broken. I check my other pocket but it isn’t there either. “I think I left my cell phone back at the house,” I tell myself. Mark isn’t listening.

Oil melts over the smell of life. Lights slash through the shadowed pavement. I see trees channeling the street, pacing the roaring machines as they disappear at the horizon. The dying cry of metal sounds from my left as one of the machines barrels into the woods. I need to get out of here. I leap into the air and land on soil. My confidence settles. I’m restless to run. I dart into the forest, feeling the tangled branches scrape my body. The don’t stop me. Nothing can stop me. The night has just begun.

“The trouble with you,” Ryan says sloppily as he braces his arm on my shoulder. “You’re too uptight.” His breath is pungent. “You got to,” a pause, “loosen up a bit.”

I shake Ryan off me and he wanders towards the wall. Mark and Ben are also in the room. The TV is playing loudly. The radio is echoing from wall to wall. I have developed a strong urge to leave.

“Chris!” Someone calls my name. I turn in time to see a wet bottle fly towards me, which I catch with one hand. Nice reflexes. “Listen to the man!” Ben calls, wiping his hand on his shirt. Mark is watching TV.

I hold the bottle in my hand and still wonder why they try. I haven’t had a drink my whole life. There is absolutely no reason why I would start tonight. For some reason, I don’t really feel like losing myself right now. I watch Ryan stumble to the couch as I set the bottle down on the counter.

My room is quieter, but I can still hear the lyrics of the song being played on the radio. I walk over to the bed and lie down on the blankets. I can feel the bass vibrate through the bedframe. I wish I could call someone. I haven’t had a phone for a month now, but it usually isn’t a problem. Who would I call anyway?

Sitting up, I can see the picture of my family on the bedside table. My parents are standing next to each other. My hand rests on my dad’s shoulder. I look pretty much the same now as I did two years ago. My parents are smiling. I’m smiling. My sister is the one sitting in the picture. They always make one of us sit. I look at her face. Though she’s tried everything to make it go away, you can still see the thin scar that travels from her left temple to her lower chin. I know that there are more underneath her turtleneck as well.

I stand up and walk over to the closet. There isn’t much inside. I’ve been saving my money for a new car. I grab a sweater, frustrated that I wore my nice jacket last night.

Mark is standing outside my door. “You goin’ out again?” he asks me.

I don’t know. I push past him and move down the hallway. “You know I don’t like it when you guys drink,” I tell him.

“So are you gonna go somewhere else?” he asks. “Show up tomorrow morning with a hangover?” He is following me through the apartment. I don’t say anything. He’s been bothering me about this since I wrecked my car two months ago. “What are you doin’, man?”

I grab my set of house keys and move to the door. Mark stops by the kitchen. I see Ben and Ryan watching TV in the other room. Mark turns around, muttering something. He picks up the beer I left on the counter and unscrews the cap.

Outside, the brisk night air pulls me away from the front door and moves me down the sidewalk. Leaves blow with me. Lines of shadows stripe the path. Everything outside moves. Everything outside is steadily changing.

I have no direction in mind, but I move towards the forest. I move past houses, down the sidewalk. A few small trees line the cement, but many of the branches are trimmed. Power lines plunge through their tributaries, leaving a cut circle on their trail. On the other side, houses encroach on the path, each one closer and more compact than the next. The beat of my footsteps relaxes. The forest is further away than I thought.

I breathe in the stale air and look up at the stars, or where the stars should be. Towards the city, the sky has a dull, orange hue. The moon is over the forest, not quite as full and brilliant as it could be. I like to look at the moon. I like to inspect it, to stare at its concavities and shadows. I always wanted to see it when it’s full, maybe get a picture of it or something. I never seem to remember what it looks like.

I hear the sound of cars racing down the highway. Across the highway is the forest. I check my wrist, forgetting that I lost my watch last night. I’ll have to buy another one once I cash my next paycheck. Or maybe I should keep saving for my car. I’m getting bored and a little anxious. I want to jog, but I know I’ll get tired too fast.

Lights flash by in front of me. There’s no crosswalk. Nobody just walks around in the woods. I have to wait until there are no cars in the street. That could take quite awhile, though. I sit down at the end of the sidewalk.

It must have rained earlier today, because a small layer of mud and water pat the back of my legs. Or maybe not. Maybe it’s the filth of these cars. Maybe it’s their tires that are splashing up the thick runoff of gasoline and oil onto the sidewalk. I remain seated. It already stained my pants, so I might as well sit.

I watch the forest. It looms in front of me, across the river of lights and roaring projectiles. The cars seem quieter when I look at the forest. They seem more distant. On the edge of the trees, a series of dense bushes and leaves bar the inside. I imagine myself breaking into the trees, ripping through the branches and disappearing into the forest.

Cars still tear by. There seems to be no sign of any opportunity to cross. I watch the barricade of branches. I imagine a creature coming out. I imagine a large beast sailing through the branches and running at me. I would be helpless. I would have no where to run. My boredom shifts to uneasiness.

I stand up, brush off the dirt, and move back towards the apartment.

Terror is in their eyes. Instinct tells them to care, to fear for their child. When grabbed by the neck, it faces the parents. Their anger, their desperation immerses my thought. This is true passion. To love something so great, this feeling. That is something that they will never understand. The creature is thrown against the wall. I just want to taste. With one swift motion the face rips open and spills down her neck. I break the skin on the chest as well. Then they are on me. They hold my arms and wrap my eyes in cloth. Ropes bind my arms to my body. My body will be subdued for the rest of the night, alone until the sun rises. I let them do all this. I let them fight me because I’ve already won.

I’ve always wondered why Mark eats cereal. There is nothing in the world I can imagine being more bland. Yet he eats it every morning. I sit here waiting. Mark is across the table, eating his cereal. He looks nervous, like he’s about to jump up and sprint off to another room in the house. “He shouldn’t be nervous,” I think to myself. He just woke up.

I should be nervous. I glance momentarily at the calendar on the wall, then I look back at Mark’s chewing. His chewing is so rhythmic, so natural. I wonder if he even thinks about it. It begins to slow down. Each chomp is slower until it finally stops.

“Chris?” he asks. He is looking at me. I guess I was staring. I quickly look back at the calendar. This time, I’m not looking at the date, I’m just looking away because that’s what you’re supposed to do when someone sees you looking at them strangely. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mark shake his head as his chewing resumes.

I sigh. It’s almost time. Within a few minutes, Mark will finish his cereal, move the dishes to the sink, then take me to work, my new work. I was fired from my old one. At first I was really upset, but then I decided that it’s nice to get out of the office anyway.

Mark stands and moves over to the sink. I hear the familiar clink of a bowl and spoon falling onto the metal. That means we’re about to leave. I push my chair away from the table and stand.

“Wait,” Mark says. “Sit down for a sec.”

I sit. Mark moves to a drawer in the counter and pulls out a few papers. I wonder what he’s doing. He brings the papers over to the table and tosses them down. They glide over the plastic surface and rest in front of me.

“What is this?” I think to myself.

Mark sits down and places both of his hands on the table. My eyes travel from the papers to Mark’s sympathetic face. “Chris,” he begins, “Me and the guys have been talking.” He takes a deep breath before he goes on. “You remember John Erickson? We want him to move in with us.”

I remember John. He comes over when Mark and the other guys drink. I don’t really like him. Every time he gets really drunk, he’ll start talking about me to the other guys. He talks loud enough for me to hear him in the other room. I don’t think he remembers in the morning.

“We,” Mark interrupts my thoughts, “want you to move out so he can have your room.” I forget about being polite and stare at his face. Mark turns a little red. What does that mean? I have to leave?

I open my mouth to speak, but I’m not sure what will come out. I stop. Where am I supposed to go? My eyes dart to the calendar again, then back to Mark. He looks strange, like he feels bad for me. So why is he doing this? He blinks slowly, too slowly. I can see relief in the way he closes his eyes.

I stand up and move to the counter. My fingers touch my forehead for a moment and I realize that I’m pacing. Mark isn’t looking at me. He’s facing the other way. Have I responded to him yet? I have nothing to say. He wasn’t asking me to leave. He was telling me.

“Are you really that surprised?” Mark speaks, facing the other way. “You don’t even talk to us anymore.”

I need to go somewhere. I need to get to work. Before Mark turns around, I grab his keys off the counter and move quickly towards the door. I hear it slam behind me as I bounce down the stairs.

Its eyes are fixated on me. They’re wide, like twin moons. I arch my neck and captivate its ears as well. It tries to run. My heart beats faster when they run. My happy bloodstream anxiously awaits the touch of its own kind. I see the amber fluid churn inside its body. I can smell it. My ecstatic senses scream as I lunge. I throw its body to the ground, ripping through the muscle as I turn its body over. I see the face. For a moment I pause. A word. A simple word invites itself to my mind. The creature’s name is Mark.

Chris has stopped talking. He hasn’t said anything to me since I gave him that form. He’s been really quiet lately anyway, but now I think he’s ignoring me. Maybe not. It’s so hard to tell. It really doesn’t bother me that much. He can act like this if he wants. He should be pissed. I’d be pissed. If someone kicked me out of the house, I’d raise all hell and be worse. They’d definitely regret kicking me out. Chris isn’t like that, though.

Passing by his room is always strange. It has an eerie feeling to it. It’s so empty. In the past few months, his life has definitely gone downhill. I look inside. Chris isn’t there. His small blanket is curled up on the side of the bed. I think there’s mud on the sheets. We do have a washer and dryer. I don’t know how he sleeps in that. The walls are bare. His closet door is open, revealing a few empty hangers and the same clothes he wears every weekend. I guess he doesn’t need a lot of clothes, though. He wears the uniform everyday. He used to have more, I don’t know what he did with them.

I don’t know what he did with a lot of his stuff. He says he keeps losing things, but it doesn’t make sense. He lost his cell phone awhile ago, and he never bothered getting a new one. I had to drive him to work for over two months before he finally lost his office job. He won’t admit it, but he doesn’t wear that watch his dad gave him anymore. He probably lost that, too. I think my dad would kill me if I lost something like that.

On a bedside table is a picture of his family. I have honestly never seen a family look so stereotypical and completely American. His parents are smiling brightly. They have two happy children, a boy and a girl. Looking at Chris now, it’s sort of sad in a way. I wonder if he was ever really that happy, or if that was just the picture.

I know I shouldn’t have asked him to leave. He really needs help, but it’s really out of my hands now. We tried to help him. We included him in everything. We tried to make him do normal things. He was always kind of weird. I thought maybe if he lived with us we could do something to help. You’d think  just being around normal people all day would finally rub off on someone. I guess it didn’t.

I move past his room and into the kitchen. Chris is sitting at the other side of the counter, shifting an uneasy gaze from the clock to the window. He’s so weird. I guess tonight is one of those nights. He does this every month or so. He’ll act really strange all day, then he will go out at night and not come back until morning. He’ll come back all disheveled at about six in the morning. I used to think that he would drink, but now I’m not so sure. 

After cracking open a can from the fridge, I lean back against the counter and softly take a sip. I wanted a coke but I grabbed a beer instead. I don’t think Chris has noticed me yet. I wait with him, letting the seconds pass by. He’s so twitchy, so nervous. Everything is so quiet.

It’s getting dark. I can’t see outside the window anymore, but Chris is acting like he can. His head keeps darting back and forth. Moments are passing by. In the awkward silence, I can actually hear the ticking of the second hand pacing around the clock. Chris hears it too. He’s waiting for something. He’s just sitting there.

Chris starts to rub his arms. He looks scared. This guy needs help. He abruptly jumps up and moves to the window. Before taking a good look at what’s outside, he darts for the door.

“Where you goin’?” I ask calmly. His steady movement jolts for a moment as I speak. I laugh a little. I always like to scare him when he’s like this. It really doesn’t make sense, but it works every time. It’s like I don’t exist until I talk to him.

“Um...” he says as he closes the door behind him.

I turn back towards the counter and rest my elbows on the surface. There he goes. This is going to be the last time he does this around me. It’s sad, almost. For a moment, I consider following him. It would definitely answer my questions. What does he do on these nights? But I can’t do that. What kind of friend would I be if I go around spying on him?

But as I wait for a moment, taking a few more sips from the can, another thought crosses my mind. What kind of friend ditches another friend when he’s in this sort of condition? I raise a good point. Grabbing my jacket, I rush out the front door.

As I stumble onto the sidewalk, I look both ways. I see him. I don’t know how he ran so far in such a small amount of time, but I see him really far down the sidewalk, moving towards the highway. Good thing I wore my gym shoes today.

Trees move by me as I run down the sidewalk. This is sort of exciting. I’m finally going to see what he’s been up to this whole time. Shadows brush over me as I plod down the white path. The moon is really bright tonight. Maybe I’m just getting used to the darkness.

I think I see Chris stop ahead of me. He’s still far ahead, so I keep on running, watching his figure bounce up and down with the bobbing of my head. What is he doing? He’s moving strangely, jerking from side to side.

My footsteps slow down to a walk, then they stop completely. Something’s happening to him. I feel my chest begin to beat stronger, more powerfully. It looks so strange, so unreal. I don’t understand it. His arms are writhing. Maybe it’s my imagination. It’s got to be fake, but something about it is too fluid, too real. 

No, I’m not sleeping. It sort of makes sense. What am I thinking? I can’t take my eyes off him! My breathing is too hurried. I try to slow down each breath, but each one is shorter, more uncontrolled. I can’t focus. My legs are cold, weak.

He turns to face me. It’s not real. This is Chris. Is this some kind of joke? I hear a sharp noise sound in the back of my mind. It grows on me, echoing throughout my mind. It’s Chris. 

My feet begin to step backwards. One after the other, until they speed into a run.

Before opening my eyes, all I can see is red. That’s what happens when the sun shines on closed eyelids. Opening them, I am confronted with tall, green blades of grass. A street runs by me. The engines blare from above. I’m in a ditch. I roll over and sit up. I ache. There are scrapes on my chest and on my legs. My jeans are it tatters. I see my shirt. From my neck and over my shoulders, it’s covered in a dark red stain, already dried. It happened last night. Something bad happened. My white shirt is red. The red stain on my shirt is blood.

I ring the doorbell of my sister’s apartment. It takes her a few minutes to answer. It always does. I hear the familiar thunder of footsteps running to the door, then it opens silently. When she looks at me, there is a moment of somber confusion. Then she is animated. Her smile lights up and she looks happy to see me.

“Chris!” she says as she opens the screen door and steps outside. “What are you doing here?

I smile. I really am happy to see her. “I was just driving by. I’ve been trying to call you but you’re never home.”

“Yeah, I’ve been really busy,” she says to my chin. “Come in, I should show you what I did with my kitchen.”

We step into her apartment. It is always interesting to see the different things she does with each room. My sister is the interior designer of the family. She loves putting everything in each room exactly where it belongs. Every color and every prop contributes somehow to the overall design of the room. She tried explaining it to me once, but it was too confusing. 

“Have you talked with mom about the picture?” I ask her as we walk through her little living room. “She wants us to get a family portrait before I move out.”

“Yeah, she told me about it.” We step into her kitchen. She leans on the counter and I look around the room. She completely changed everything. “So you’re officially moving out, then?” she asked me.

“Yeah,” I answer, “with this kid named Matt. He’s from school.”

She looks intensely at the sink for a moment, then asks, “Does he know?”

I look at her. “Know what?” I know what she’s talking about.

“Every month...” she trails off and moves to the counter. After picking up a rag from the sink, she starts to wipe the counters.

“It’s different now,” I remind her. “I’m really good at keeping track of it.”

She scrubs the counter, finding a dirty spot and scratching it as one scratches a rash. I begin to feel strange, awkward. She is wearing a turtleneck again. It really bothers me that she is wearing it. No one lives with her. No one can see the scars. She isn’t hiding them from anyone.

She throws the rag into the sink and turns to me. With a plastic smile she suggests, “So tell me about the new job. How’s it going?”

I shrug and move over to the window. The window is so small. I can just barely see the forest on the horizon. The apartment I am moving into is really close to the forest. It is practically the backyard.

“It’s great,” I answer. “My boss likes me. He’s pretty funny.”

My sister walks up to me with a mischievous smile. “I don’t know, Chris,” she says, getting ready for a joke. This is what I miss. I want us to be like that again. I want the jokes, the fun, the trust. “You’ve got a car, new apartment, a nice job.” She reaches up quickly and messes with my hair. She used to do that when we were little. “If you just got a girlfriend, you’d almost be a man.”

She laughs. I laugh. Then it dies down. I take a few steps aimlessly away. “I got to get back home,” I tell her. I let my smile fall.

“You want something to eat?” she asks, putting her hand on the refrigerator handle.

“No, Mom and Dad are making something.”

I move towards the door, but my sister’s face falls. She is about to say something serious. Then she says it. “Chris, make sure you keep track of the cycle.” It was hard for her to speak. “Make sure you don’t forget.” She looks down at her feet.

“I won’t,” I say with a stale voice. My face is turning red. I hate when she talks about this.

“Promise me, Chris.” She looks back up at me with dry eyes. She isn’t looking at her brother. She is looking at a menace. She is looking at me.

“I promise.”

I walk out of the kitchen and find myself on the front stoop. My mind is on other things. It won’t ever change. Why did I even stop by her apartment in the first place? 

Inside my car, I let my head rest at the top of the steering wheel. She did have a point about that girlfriend. I pull out my cell phone. It is still relatively new, so I don’t have very many numbers on it yet. I scroll through the phone numbers I had gathered in the past few weeks and stop on the first girl I see.

“Alissa,” I say to myself. With lifted spirits, I dial the number.

