With Ivory Wings

   by Jacob Akemann  

“Do you still believe in God?”

I looked over at her in response. She looked back at me for a moment, then turned away immediately with an awkward smile. This was an uncomfortable topic for her. 

“That’s random,” I said back to her, stretching my arm around her back.

“I know,” she answered quickly. She brushed a strand of hair back behind her ears, nudging her body slightly closer to mine.

We were sitting on a wooden swing. It was wide enough to fit two people, but small enough to keep a couple close. I pushed off the ground with my feet, making us rock a little higher. 

She was still waiting for my answer. “We talked about this, Christa,” I told her.

“I know,” she repeated. “But that was months ago.” I waited for her to continue. In the year that we had been together, I had learned when Christa wants to talk about me and when she wants to talk about herself.

“Why?” I asked her.

Her feet silently played with the ground beneath us. The moonlight shone lightly on her hands, whose fingers made circles around each other aimlessly. “I’m beginning to have second thoughts,” she stated simply.

I smiled. I don’t think she saw. “About what? Atheism?” Christa didn’t believe in God. She had not been raised in the church and didn’t understand people who had been, like me. In our early relationship, we had discussed this frequently, bickering over who’s right and wrong. Yet as we grew closer together, we both decided that it would be best not to talk about religion any longer. It just didn’t seem to be getting us anywhere.

But to be honest, I had started to have second thoughts as well. I never really did have a strong faith in God, and now that I had spent more time with Christa, I had been thinking differently. Maybe her religious bickering had actually started to rub off on me.

Christa looked at me. This time, there was no awkward smile. “It’s Gina,” she started. I rolled my eyes. She saw. “Adam, listen to me,” she told me sternly. “This is serious.”

“Gina, of all people, has somehow made you religious?” I stated. That was the strangest thing I had heard her say in a long time.

Christa shook her head. “Adam, it was something we did.”

“I don’t know why you even hang around her anymore,” I complained, “She’s crazy.”

“We’ve been friends for so long,” she defended.

“Only because she’s obsessed with you,” I finished. At this Christa stood silent. It was true. Ever since I had first met Gina and had seen her watch Christa with longing, devious eyes, I could tell that there was an attraction that was more than friendship. It wasn’t love. It was an obsession. It was uncanny, and I hated it.

“What did you guys do?” I asked her finally. 

“It was weird,” Christa began.

“Not surprising,” I muttered.

“I didn’t even know that Gina believed in God,” Christa continued, “but she does, sort of.” Christa bit her lip and looked at me. Uncertainty crept slowly into her words. “She believes in Satan,” she finished.

I almost laughed. “Again, not surprising.”

Christa was not smiling. She looked at me, truly concerned. “Adam, this is serious.”

No, this wasn’t serious. This happens all the time. Christa finds out something bizarre about Gina, gets upset, then eventually labels it as one of her peculiar habits. But I wasn’t stupid. Messing around with Christa’s emotions during these critical times was not a good idea.

“What did she do?” I asked, looking sincerely interested in what she was talking about.

Christa looked at me for a moment. It looked like my sincere interest wasn’t passing her judgement. She sighed and went on anyway. “She...” Christa paused for a moment. “She... prayed to him.”

After a silent moment, I asked, “Who?”

“You know,” Christa shrugged with downcast eyes, “Luficer.”

I smiled, not only from her mispronunciation of the Lord of darkness, but from the image of Gina praying to him as well.

“It was so weird, too,” Christa continued. “We were in her room, and usually I’m kind of creeped out by her room, but when we prayed,” she paused, “I felt something.”

“Wait,” I interrupted her, “When we prayed? You prayed with her?”

Christa bit her lip and nodded. “Adam, I felt something.”

I stood still for a moment and stopped rocking the swing. This was going further than usual. She actually was believing what she was saying. I thought about this for a moment. She actually believed what she was saying. 

A question stirred in the back of my mine. Did I believe what she was saying? I should have. I really should have believed her. Why couldn’t she pray and actually feel something? I thought about my own prayers. I thought hard for a moment and this time I listened to myself, instead of God. This time I didn’t push away my own mind which patronized the beliefs that had been chosen for me. For a moment, my thoughts recoiled from the forbidden belief that I was developing.  But it was too late. The dam had been opened. 

I no longer believed in God. I looked away from Christa with the intense revelation that in this moment, she had more faith than I did. You don’t really feel things when you pray, or at least I hadn’t. But what was worse, was that there was no concept in my mind that she could feel anything either.

Christa looked at me with pleading eyes, believing eyes. She was crazy, and I was dating her. She reached forward and grabbed one of my hands in hers. She softly rubbed that back of my hand as she spoke. “Adam, there’s more.”

I said nothing. My head was too busy with my own thoughts. My pupils sank and concentrated on Christa’s hand against mine. “Adam, it sounds weird, but,” she stuttered, “I’m feeling something else now. There is this feeling, a new one.”

It’s called insanity, hun. Gina’s finally starting to wear off on you.

“I want you to feel something,” she said, oblivious to my thoughts. Gina had done something to Christa. She had finally taken her. She had been trying for years, and she finally took her.  Christa reached for my hand and moved it to her chest. She placed my hand over her right breast and held it there.

It couldn’t help but arouse my curiosity. What was she doing? It’s not like I was objecting, but it did seem strange. I asked her.

She looked at me, waiting for me to realize something. I had ideas, but I don’t think we shared them. She was too nervous for this to be in reference to anything sexual. Finally, she spoke, “Do you feel that?” What was I looking for? A lump? I shook my head. “A beat?” she asked.

A beat? What was that supposed to mean? I felt again. If I payed attention closely, I could scarcely detect the beat of her heart. I felt her left breast. The beat was stronger now. “That’s your heart, Christa.”

She shook her head. “I know that. Feel the other side.” I felt it and still felt nothing. “I don’t understand,” she said. “It’s so strong.”

“What is?” I asked. She looked at me helplessly. I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her close. I was having problems of my own. I didn’t need her to be going crazy at the same time. “Christa, I don’t think you should hang around Gina anymore.” She didn’t answer. She looked away.


*

*

*

I saw Gina the next night. Adam didn’t understand. He wouldn’t ever understand. There was something about Gina. I couldn’t describe it. I sometimes felt like I was the only person who could understand her. Sure, I thought the satanic prayers would be another phase too, just like everyone else. But I was the only one who would listen to her. Now I have a second heartbeat.  

She opened the door to her room slightly, and I watched her poke her dark eyes out to look at me. She didn’t speak, she just smiled. She was glad I came back. 

I stepped into the room. It smelled strongly of incense. Her room was dark. Candles burned. There were old posters on the walls of our favorite bands from middle school. They hung, sinking against their own weight. One of them fastened itself only by its bottom corners, the rest limping with its face to the wall. On an old desk, there were ancient relics of our childhood together: barbies, pictures, makeup, plastic jewelry. One of the dolls lay on its side.

“Hey Gina,” I said, trying to sound normal. I always noticed that peculiar sensation as I stepped into Gina’s room. Nostalgia, assurance, arousal, there was no way to pinpoint it exactly. My hearts beat loudly together. 

Gina closed the door behind me. I took a quick breath. “How do you feel?” Gina asked me, crossing over to sit on her bed. She left space for me. I didn’t move.

“I feel different, Gina,” I answered. “Something... happened.”

Gina looked at me, excitement creeping into her eyes. “It’s happening.”

“I think so,” I answered, scratching my right shoulder.

“I knew it would,” she smiled, “He’s already starting to accept you.” She stood up and walked over to me. I held my ground. “I told him to.”

“Gina, I don’t know if its supposed to happen like this,” I began. She wasn’t listening.

She reached forward with her hand and asked me simply, “Where?”

I looked down at my right breast and felt her enclose it in her palm. My heart pounded against her skin. “It started the morning after,” I explained.

“It’s so strong,” she reveled. Her eyes were closed.

“I know,” I responded.

Gina opened her eyes and reached forward with her other hand. She unbuttoned the top button of my shirt. I reached for her hands and stopped them. She looked at me with an amused smile. “Christa, I need to see it.” I let go.

Button by button, my shirt opened for her. Eventually it fell to the floor. I reached behind my back and let my bra fall as well. Reassurance. This was Gina, it was okay.

The intoxicating aroma of incense burned my nostrils. Gina’s dark eyes played with my mind, dominating my vision. My mind and spirit lifted and my surroundings vanished. She was chanting. Words drifted through my mind. I let it all through me, accepting all the new feelings and desires. I could no longer feel my left heart beat. It felt wonderful.

Voices sailed through my mind, calling out words I could not understand. I could not answer with sound, but I answered with feeling. The feeling rushed through me, a torrent of desires that promised perfect perception. I let it take me away.

*

*

*

Christa’s mom called me the next night. She was worried, and she wanted to know if Christa was with me. I didn’t know where she was. “I called her a few hours ago, but she didn’t answer,” I told her. Her mom was silent for a moment. She didn’t believe me.

“Okay,” she said, with discredit in her voice, “but if you find out something, can you call me?”

“Of course,” I told her.

I closed my cell phone and looked at the time. It was 3:24 AM. I looked absentmindedly at the floor and bit my lip. What had happened? I was worried for her. I was worried for us. We used to be so close.  We used to do everything together. If we weren’t together, we would talk forever on the phone, telling each other what happened when we were apart. She didn’t tell me everything that happened at Gina’s house the night before. Maybe that’s when it started. Maybe it was my fault. Maybe I should have supported her belief.

She said that she had prayed to Satan. Something like that may have scared me two days ago, back when I believed in God. Something like that would have scared my parents, my pastor, my church. It didn’t scare me anymore. It wasn’t real. I put on a light jacket and grabbed my keys and wallet. This new power of mine startled me. I was no longer scared of God. I smiled, then I remembered Christa and shook it away.

As I opened my door, I remembered my cross. It was now technically Sunday. I always wore my silver cross on Sundays. It was a chain. My uncle gave it to me when I was four. I reached back on my dresser and picked it up. It lay in my hand, bearing its weight on my skin. I didn’t need to wear it. I didn’t believe in God anymore. I sighed, and put the chain around my neck. A tradition is tradition. I needed to take things one step at a time. 

I ran silently through my house and to my car. When I’m tired, my mind begins to wander. I think about things that are possible. I think about things that are not possible and I believe them. What kind of person was Gina anyway? I had no idea who she really was. I pulled out of the driveway. Gina had done something to her. A light turned on in my parents’ room. I drove the car fast down the street.

*

*

*

I opened my eyes, or maybe I didn’t. I became aware of my surroundings. I could feel things with amazing perception. I lay naked on the floor. The incense that flooded my nostrils told me that I lay in Gina’s room. I could smell her before I could feel her. She was close.

My hands were lying above my head, my back to the ground. My right foot lay beneath my left calf. My body was exposed to the world. Gina lay around me, on me. She clung to my side like a leech, a parasite. Her brown, thick hair lay over my face, over my nose. I could smell her aroma. Her right hand lay over my left breast. She was stroking it as one strokes a pea-sized amount of lotion. Rub it enough and it will disappear.

She was no longer chanting, but there was now a new feeling. Something was dissipating. My essence was draining away from me. She had cut me. I was bleeding.

I wanted to leave, I wanted her to release me, but her right arm over my chest held me back. There was no escape. I was powerless. I had been drained. Giving into the feeling once more, the near-heavenly aroma, I let myself go. I needed to let go of my worried thoughts. Let it take me away. It felt wonderful while it happened. Why not let it happen again?

*

*

*

I pulled in front of Gina’s house. Christa’s car was there. I jumped out of my car and ran towards the front door. I didn’t lock my car. I knocked on the door to no response. I don’t know why there would be an answer. There wouldn’t be at this hour. I tried the doorknob before the doorbell. It was open. Gina’s family never locked their doors. “Why wake anyone up?” I told myself silently as I stepped through their front door.

I climbed down the stairs to Gina’s room. It had been so long since I had come here with Christa, but I still remembered where everything was. Her room was two doors down the basement hallway. Her parents’ room was three rooms down the second floor hallway. They would be sleeping now. They probably didn’t even hear me pull in. I reached her door and waited for a moment. She was in there. There was incense burning inside. I took a breath and opened the door.

“What are you doing here?” Gina commanded. I couldn’t see her. My eyes were locked onto what was in front of me. Christa lay on the floor, a gash of blood over her left breast. Her clothes were gone. She was surrounded by candles. The incense burned my nostrils.

“What are you doing here?” Gina commanded again.

Her blood had crawled out of her chest, crept down the curvature of her body and collected on the floor. It waded away from her, expanding until it ran out. Christa’s skin was pale white, distinctive beneath the black stripes which blanketed her.

I gasped Christa’s name as I ran over to her and propped her head onto my chest. My knees slid in wetness beneath me. It was everywhere. Was she alive? She was breathing, but unconscious. She needed help. “Oh my god,” I said to no one.

“He had his chance,” Gina said softly. I turned towards the door. Gina walked towards me. She took her time. I watched with awe.

Gina, the awkward girl, who before had found socializing and neuroscience to be an equal accomplishment, had turned into a goddess. She walked towards me naked, clothed in her own splendor. Her long brown hair turned red at the ends where Christa’s blood had soaked itself, then let itself weep down her chest. Her eyes looked through me. They captivated my eyesight, so that I nearly forgot about the girl in my arms.

“Adam,” she said seductively as she stepped placidly towards me, “You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“What are you doing?” I asked her. “You’re crazy!” I didn’t know what else to say. 

“Adam,” she commanded, “Let go of Christa.”

I held her tighter. The incense clouded my senses. “She needs a hospital,” I yelled to her.

Gina shook her head. Her hair followed, writhing over her shoulders like hungry snakes. “A hospital will not be able to help her,” she told me. “You need to let me finish.” She was now an arm’s length away. One of her hands was held behind her back. She was holding something there. She would not be able to attack me with whatever was behind her back. I would be ready.

She struck quickly, too quickly. She lunged forward. Her full, beautiful naked body flew towards me. This may have been a pleasurable experience in other circumstances, had there not been a silver blade in her hand.

I pushed against her, grabbing both of her arms. Christa dropped to my lap. The blade was suspended only inches away from my face. It glistened in the candlelight, Christa’s blood dripping down the sharp edge. Gina’s teeth bared in front of me. She was unnaturally strong, too strong. Christa opened her eyes beneath me.

Gina jumped back, dropping the knife to the floor. “Put it away!” Gina screamed. I was breathing so hard. My mind was churning from the incense. What did she want me to put away? Christa was whimpering beneath me. “You’ll kill her!” Gina screamed.

“What are you talking about!” I screamed back. I didn’t know how to talk to her. She had just tried to kill me.

“The cross!”

I looked beneath me. From my neck, hanging inches above Christa’s face, my cross hung. The silver cross twisted on the end of its chain while its arms wrenched through the air fluidly. It absorbed the surrounding candlelight and beamed it back towards me with twice its original intensity. I could see its reflection in Christa’s eyes. She looked scared. 

Gina’s eyes were turned towards the floor. She began to mutter things under her breath. “He won’t accept her,” she mumbled audibly. “He’ll let her die.”

I watched Gina’s eyes focus on the knife. I reached for it with my left hand and grabbed it before she did. As I leaned forward, the cross brushed against Christa’s forehead. She screamed. The piercing cry reverberated through the room.

“Get that off of her!” Gina screamed as she reached for Christa. I jabbed the knife in front of Gina’s face to ward her off. Unexpectedly, she hit it out of my hand in one smooth motion. It bounced off the floor on the other side of the room.

“Give her to me,” Gina said forcefully as she moved once again towards Christa. Her voice was low, yet her words exceeded sound. I reached to my chest and felt the silver embrace my fingertips. I gripped the cross and broke the ancient chain away from my neck. Holding the cross at arms length towards Gina, I let it dangle beneath my fist. She recoiled. She actually recoiled. At that moment, I re-thought the possibility of a God.

I looked down towards Christa. She was shaking her head, her pupils dilated and darting back and forth. I looked to her right breast. I believed her. I knew what I would feel before I felt it. Reaching forward with the cross, I placed the silver over her right breast. Her back arched and her mouth opened in pain, yet she made no sound. The cross burned beneath my palm. I could feel her second heart beat inside her.

I looked to Gina, who kneeled on the floor, defeated. She was murmuring something inaudible. “Gina!” I called. The girl looked up, snapping out of her trance. She looked worried, out-of-place. Her eyes were normal again. Her self-consciousness had returned. “I need you to call the hospital,” I commanded. She shook her head tearfully, but stood and left the room in silence.

 


*

*

*

The man in white was examining something over Christa’s right breast. She was unconscious. I wished he wouldn’t look at her there. She wouldn’t like it. I didn’t think much of it, though. I didn’t think much of anything right then. It was as if my mind had decided that it had taken in enough for the evening. It was done thinking.

“Adam,” the man in white turned towards me, his pen and paper in his hands. “Can you tell me what this scar is from?”

I looked at the scar. It was in the shape of a cross. It was recently burned into her skin, probably from me. No, it wasn’t from me. I don’t know who was finally responsible for the scar. Silver doesn’t burn the skin.

A woman in white rushed into the room. “Doctor, her parents are on the phone.”

I watched them leave, then turn towards Christa. She looked so beautiful, even now, after everything had happened. Her porcelain skin was white, it looked so soft. They had wiped off most of the blood that was covering her face. One of the machines was beeping repetitively. It beeped every time her heart beat. “There is only one heartbeat now,” I noted to myself with mild accomplishment.

The doctors said she lost a lot of blood. They wanted to know how she lasted so long. They said that she shouldn’t have lasted this long. They said that she should have died hours ago, and they wanted to know what happened. I couldn’t tell them, not because I didn’t know, but because they wouldn’t believe me if I told them the truth.

“The devil kept her alive,” I said aloud to no one. It sounded so strange, to hear the words come sincerely out of my mouth. The devil,  nothing more than a fairytale, but I believed it.

A glare from the sun hit me, suddenly blinding one of my eyes. I stood up and walked to the window. The rising sun was beautiful. I didn’t even realize that the night had passed by. My parents were probably wondering where I was, so were Christa’s. When I turned around, she was looking at me.

Christa’s eyes had opened. She smiled at me, looking alive again. The beeping stopped and was replaced by a long buzzing noise. “Adam,” she said to me. She didn’t sound sick anymore. I ran over to the side of the hospital bed and held one of her hands. She took a deep breath and looked away. “It’s happening,” she said.

“Look at me, Christa,” I told her urgently. “What’s happening?”

She looked at me with anticipation. She didn’t answer. Instead, she moved her eyes towards the ceiling. A change was taking place. There was nothing that I could physically see yet, but I could feel that something else was happening.

Christa arched her back. I felt something ripple beneath the blanket. I felt it with my hands. The blanket was white and thick. Underneath, I could feel something solid, like a enormous muscle. Between the crevices of the blanket, I could feel something soft between my finger tips, feathers. White, pristine feathers.

The man in white walked back into the room. I glanced up, then back down at Christa. She lay there silently. She had never moved. More people rushed into the room. The machine next to us was still buzzing continuously.

My hands still clung to the blanket. One person pushed me and her white blanket to the side of the room. I didn’t know what they were doing to her body anymore. I didn’t care. She wasn’t there, I had just seen the real Christa.

I don’t know how much time passed after that point. I sat in the chair, staring blankly at the wall as the doctors antagonized Christa’s dead body. Eventually I found the feathers. I looked down into my fist, still clinging to the blanket. Between my fingers, they were locked into my grasp. I dropped the blanket to my lap and brought the feathers closer to my eyes. they were white, perfect, tangible. I smiled. The confirmation lay in my fingertips. She had been saved.
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