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ABSTRACT 
 

Cartesian Duality is an idea created by Rene Descartes in his Meditations on First 

Philosophy which posits that the immaterial mind is ontologically distinct from the material 

body. To further study the implications of Cartesian Duality, I plan to author a novella detailing 

the life of a young adult as he attempts to trudge through a society of consumerism and carnality 

while keeping his sense of spirituality. Since this novel attempts to make sense of a secular 

culture through a spiritual lens, it must be noted that religion and spirituality are distinct in the 

scope of this novella. Spirituality works to derive meaning from life and to feel connected to an 

external force that is greater than man. Unlike religion, it does not follow specific dogma. 

Because I find it increasingly difficult to subject my material body to uncomfortable media, I 

hypothesize that there is a force, possibly our current society, that works to weaken the 

immaterial, spiritual portion of man. To prepare for this, I need to heavily research Cartesian 

Duality so that I have the foundational knowledge of the principles of Cartesian Duality to 

complete a work of this thematic approach. My research will comprise non-fictional works on 

Cartesian Dualism to gain a solid understanding of what the philosophy entails. This will need to 

be supplemented with texts that delve into the carnality of man as well as texts that describe the 

dynamic nature of humanity in terms of spirituality. A small survey of quintessentially dualistic 

fiction written by authors like Fyodor Dostoevsky and Samuel Beckett will cement the approach 

of describing real world ideas in a fictional sphere. This capstone has the potential to be able to 

explain the effect of society on the spirituality of man. To understand the role that culture and 

society play on a vital, inherent aspect of humanity that is innate and shared by all is a necessary 

step that must be taken to be able to gauge what is or is not beneficial to the spirituality of man. 
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Chapter 1 

 

It had been almost a week since he last had a restful night. Laying in his bed, John stared at his 

ceiling. He had read somewhere that if he could just lie still for seven minutes, he would be able to fall 

asleep. He scoffed at this notion. John believed that he was the exception when it came to things like this. 

Always the exception. 

It had become a habit of his to discern shapes in the ceiling because of his insomnia. The 

stucco that formed on the ceiling was his Rorschach test. He had always loved to think deeply and 

considered himself to be a rather introspective individual.  

“Do introspective people even think of themselves as introspective?” he thought, laying 

immovable under his thin, cotton sheet. With a shallow sigh he decided against this label. What he 

thought of himself was immensely superior to what others thought of him. At least that was what he kept 

telling himself.  

John had always been a proponent of individuality. He had never wanted the opinions of others 

to have an effect on his own self-image, his own self-worth. Again, he wondered if individuals who have 

a good sense of their own self-worth think these thoughts.  

He sat up in his bed, discouraged about falling asleep but feeling a bit satisfied that he was able 

to decide on his own personal labels. His bed had no bed frame. Instead, his old twin-sized mattress lay 

directly on the cold asphalt, his feet hanging off the foot of the bed. He had gotten so used to the 

atmosphere of the basement that the cold temperature now felt completely normal to him. 

Of course he was grateful that his grandparents were willing to let him sleep in their basement 

at no cost, even though they had no knowledge of what had happened to him back home. They were 

always good at not asking too many questions. They knew it was difficult for him to get--and keep--a job, 

but they also knew that it was not because of an inability to work or a lack of intelligence. It was a 

situation that perplexed them greatly. The truth was, John believed himself too intelligent of an individual 

to focus his talents on just one task. He did not know what he wanted to do with his life after moving 

from Oregon to Florida, but he knew what he didn’t want to do, and that was most things. 
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Only a few months after he came from Florida, his grandparents attempted to assist him in 

getting a job at the local supermarket. They brought back a job application thinking that John would be 

interested in doing something besides sitting in the dark, cold basement the length of the day. They 

watched him slowly pick up the application, his eyes moving swiftly across the page. To their amazement 

he laughed, folded the application, put in his back pocket and walked away. Each time they asked him 

about it he would reply “I’m looking into it” so they eventually inquired no further. 

It was not only that John believed he was too intellectually superior to be working at an 

establishment like that supermarket. He believed he would be doing himself a disservice if he wasted his 

talents on work that required so little reasoning. What a horror he envisioned his life becoming if he were 

to contribute nothing to the world besides satisfying the gluttonous needs of customers. He knew that this 

manner of thinking was potentially dangerous, mostly because it isolated him from potentially forming 

bonds to others, but he believed it to be the truth in his innermost being. That was how he rationalized it.  

Ever wakeful, he took a second to look around his room. It was a small basement, a roughly 

100 sq ft room with concrete walls. He wondered how a room this small could even function as a 

basement. He didn’t require much though. 

He reached to his left and yanked the beaded metal chain of his small, dusty lamp. It was 

possibly the only aesthetic object in this mess of a room, because of its antique design. It took a few 

seconds for his eyes to adjust and he saw everything that was in his presence: a small wooden desk and 

chair, a feeble rack, where he hung his 3 shirts and a single pair of jeans, a tall mirror, and the stairs, 

which led up to the house.  

His grandparents had a habit of walking into the basement unannounced. Because the door of 

the basement locked from the outside, he went out (one of the very few times he had done so lately) and 

bought a lock, screwed it into the wooden basement door, and kept it locked except for when he needed to 

momentarily leave to get his food or use the bathroom. 

He got up from his bed and went to his desk to write. He sat on the wooden chair and it 

creaked as he let his weight fall onto it. He made a mental note to look into that in the morning. He 

glanced at his clock in the corner of his desk, opened his laptop, and began typing: 
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“March 3rd, 2017 - 1:03 AM: Can’t sleep. Can’t sleep. Can’t sleep. I’ve been thinking back to 

some of the things that happened back home. Maybe that’s why I can’t sleep. It’s been so long since then 

that I figured I’d have forgotten about it by now. The more honest I am with myself the more I realize that 

this is probably why I can’t sleep. Anyways, I just have to do everything I can to forget about it. Just 

don’t know why I still can’t sleep though if I’m getting everything I need. I don’t even know where I’m 

really going with this.” He paused to think about what to write next and felt his eyes start to close. He 

tried to keep them open to finish his entry but slowly fell into a daze. 

He woke up the next morning to the sound of his grandmother knocking on the door. John was 

still sitting in his chair, his back aching, his laptop opened but out of charge. He rubbed his eyes and felt 

an unusual amount of crust fall out of them. 

“John, breakfast is ready! I’ll leave it at the door!” He didn’t reply. He walked up and looked 

into the full-sized mirror that lay against the wall. He grabbed his stomach and could fit almost a handful 

of fat into each hand. He was surprised that this didn’t bother him. If anything he found it a bit amusing. 

John walked up the stairs. He opened his door and saw no food in front of the door, so he 

silently made his way towards the kitchen where his grandmother and grandfather were eating their 

breakfast. 

“Where’s my breakfast?” John aggressively asked. 

“It’s in the microwave, John.” His grandmother was a little tense. “John, why don’t you stay 

up here and eat with us today.” 

“No, it’s okay, I have some things to finish,” John replied almost automatically. His 

grandmother sensed the artificiality in his voice. 

“John, please. We don’t feel like anyone’s here with us. Just for breakfast and you can be alone 

for the rest of the day. We miss you.”  

John could tell that she was tensing up. Her hand was wrapped so firmly around the glass of 

orange juice that he thought she was going to break the glass. He stood there wondering if she was 

capable of getting angry enough to actually do it. Part of him wanted to see it. But it occurred to him that 
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his hesitancy was giving hope to his grandparents that he would finally open up to them. Anything. He 

quickly shifted his glance towards the basement and started heading back down. He didn’t feel like being 

there, and that was all that really mattered.  

“Stop! Why? Why are you doing this to us? You don’t care. That’s your problem, John.” 

He looked at his grandmother. Her eyes were tearing up and her bottom lip was starting to 

quiver. The only thing he could think of at that moment was a way to escape the situation. He knew he 

wasn’t going to sit down. And he honestly didn’t know why he didn’t want to spend time with them. He 

didn’t understand why they wanted him to eat in the kitchen so badly. To him it didn’t seem like a big 

deal whether he ate here or in his room. To be quite honest, he thought his grandparents were the strange 

ones for making this scene. He glanced at his grandmother, gave her an undeserved cold, harsh look and 

started back towards his room.  

“I just don’t want to,” he mumbled as he was walking back. He heard his grandpa mutter, 

“This must be why he left Oregon.” 

This must be why he left Oregon. The phrase rang in John’s ear.  
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Chapter 2 

 

It had been two days since the incident with his grandmother. This must be why he left Oregon. 

The phrase unwarrantedly reminded him of a situation that happened to him back home.  

She sat in the front of the class every Tuesday and Thursday. He would always sit in the back. 

John had learned to hate people who sat in the front. Since this blonde girl was attractive, he didn’t 

automatically dislike her, but found her slightly annoying. One day after the bell rang, he waited until she 

was just about to walk out the door to follow her. She took an unreasonably long time putting her stuff 

away, and then John realized that this girl was waiting to talk to the professor. He groaned inwardly and 

decided to wait too. As she finished talking to the professor, she slowly walked out the door and John 

hurriedly followed behind. He sped up until he caught up to her and tapped her lightly on the shoulder.  

“Hi” she said as she turned, unusually peppy.  

“Hey, what’s your name?” John started, not knowing exactly why he stopped her or why he 

was talking to her now. 

“Sarah.” 

“Ohh, I see. It all makes sense now.”  

“What does?” she hurriedly replied, indicating insecurity. John noted this. 

“All Sarah’s are too cute for their own good. Especially the ones that sit in the front of the 

class.” He gave a little smirk. John said this with a sort of charm and swiftness that almost took him by 

surprise. He could tell by the growing hue of red spreading from her cheeks to her forehead that Sarah 

was a bit taken aback. He found this amusing. 

“No, but really, I think I read somewhere that girls who sit in the front of the class are in the 

top 1% of ass-kissers.” He said this with a smile so that she wouldn’t take it as an insult. She knew he 

was flirting with her, but she didn’t quite know why. 
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“I think it was actually that people who still use the phrase ‘ass-kisser’ are in the top 1% of 

assholes.”  

This pleasantly surprised John. He usually didn’t think girls who curse were attractive but for 

some reason it worked on her.  

John looked around to see if anyone was listening. “Why don’t we study together later this 

week?” John asked, grinning. He quickly added, “I’ll tell you what, Sarah. If you sit in the back of the 

class with me on Tuesday, I’ll take you out on a date.” She smiled, so he pulled out his phone before she 

could reply and handed it to her.  

As he lay on his bed, scrolling through his phone, an unnerving feeling crawled up his spine. 

He couldn’t control it and he hated that. This feeling wasn’t purely physical, although it started that way. 

He couldn’t quite explain why he was feeling this except to say that he was and that it made him 

uncomfortable. He felt strangely and excessively tired. He felt an ever increasing amount of hopelessness 

and dejectedness that seemed to have sprung out of nowhere.  

 

He did his best to determine what caused this feeling. Whenever he would try to think of a reason his 

mind would wander back to the tiny phrase his grandpa uttered, This must be why he left Oregon. The 

phrase bothered him more than it should have and he shuddered at the idea that this could be the cause of 

his sudden misery. He knew that his reluctance to be around people wasn’t why he had to leave, but the 

phrase still lingered in his ear. At this moment he hated his “introspective” mind.   

He decided against pursuing this line of self-questioning. He took out his phone and 

instinctively opened Instagram. Having seen every recent post already, he mindlessly scrolled through the 

endless arrays of pictures. Girls, food, some guy at a football game, more girls. The pictures calmed him 

down a bit, but just as quickly his mind focused back to what was bothering him so much. He tossed his 

phone and aimed it to land right between his legs, but the phone bounced off the bed and onto the floor. 

John didn’t bother to check if it was cracked. 

He edged himself off the bed and struggled to get up because of all the extra weight he had 

added on over the years. He walked towards his desk, sat on his chair, and heard the loud creak again. It 
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sounded as if the wooden leg was about to splinter, tired and fed up of holding his inordinate weight day 

after day. He leaned back on the chair and massaged his scalp, trying to soothe himself. His hair was oily 

and upon inspection of his fingers, he saw dandruff wedged in between his fingernails. He tried to think 

of the last time he had showered but couldn’t remember. After a brief period of sitting, trying to think of 

what to do next, he decided on taking a shower. He was so hungry though that he resolved to ask his 

grandmother to make him some food afterwards.  

He went to gather some clothes and started heading up the stairs. Halfway up, John 

remembered his phone was still on the floor and headed back for it. He reached down to pick it up but 

stopped midway. He didn’t want to know if it was cracked, so he slowly backed away. He glanced in the 

mirror before heading up and turned his gaze away as soon as he caught his own reflection. 

He unlatched the door and found his grandmother waiting outside. It startled him to such an 

extent that he let out a sharp gasp and immediately felt ashamed that his grandmother was able to scare 

him. 

“John, I was about to make some lunch and wanted to know if you wanted anything special” 

she asked, a bit nervously. 

“How long have you been waiting outside my door?” 

She gave a nervous smile and unconvincingly said that she walked up as soon as he opened the 

door. John knew that she was lying but couldn’t understand why someone would lie about something so 

insignificant. He told her that he wanted the usual: two microwavable hamburgers on brioche buns, extra 

fries on the side lathered with ketchup and ranch, and two cans of the cream soda Dr. Pepper. He recited 

this like he was telling it to an employee at McDonalds. Before she could reply, he added that she should 

just leave it at the door once she’s finished making it. His grandmother smiled helplessly and acquiesced. 

Since the light from his room was the only thing illuminating the hallway, it became pitch 

black when John shut his door . He brushed past his grandmother and attempted to walk through the thin 

darkened hallway, which twisted and turned a few times before leading to a straight pass towards the 

kitchen. He stretched out a hand to steady himself as he made his way through this labyrinth of a hallway. 

He turned to see if his grandmother was behind him, but he couldn’t see her.  
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He shrugged. He didn’t look at his grandpa as he walked by him sitting at the dinner table as 

usual, reading his newspaper. As he walked past the living room to go into the bathroom, John’s grandpa 

called out to him. 

“John, have you seen your grandmother?” 

He closed the bathroom door and pretended that he didn’t hear the question. John turned the 

water on and stuck his hand in to feel the temperature. Freezing. He turned the knob all the way to the left 

to make it as hot as possible. Recently, he had started turning the water on to its hottest temperature to try 

to burn his fat off. He knew that wasn’t how it worked. 

John sat on the toilet waiting for the water to heat up and he regretted not picking up his phone 

on the way to the bathroom. He checked the water again and figured it was hot enough for him to get in. 

Once finished, he quickly dried himself because his hunger welled up inside him. He walked 

outside expecting to be captivated by the smell of hamburgers but smelled nothing of the sort. 

Disappointed, he walked into the kitchen trying to figure out what the problem could be.  

He was met by his grandpa who asked him again if he had seen his grandmother. “No, she was 

supposed to be making me some lunch,” John replied, annoyed.  

“She’s probably in her room then,” his grandpa disinterestedly offered, flipping the page of the 

newspaper, so large that it completely covered his face.  

John, upset now because his stomach was growling, walked back to his room and noticed that 

the hallway was lighter than it was supposed to be. He didn’t need to use his hands to navigate the 

hallway because of this light and clearly saw where he needed to turn to reach his room. He thought this 

was strange. As he walked further, he noticed that the door to his room was cracked open.  

John hesitantly opened the door and slowly allowed his eyes to adjust to what he was seeing. 

On the floor, his grandmother lay with her neck twisted. He tried to call his grandpa but couldn’t. He tried 

to avert his gaze from this horrible image of his grandmother. He felt a flush of warmth run over his body 

and then everything dimmed to darkness.  
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Chapter 3 

 

John woke up strapped down and it took him a moment to realize what was going on. The 

EMTs in the back greeted him once he regained consciousness but immediately noticed the look of panic 

in his eyes and tried to console him in various ways. Their efforts were futile. He began attempting to 

undo the restraints that he had just realized were on. The EMTs held him down and kept him there until 

they reached the hospital.  

It had been a few hours since John got Sarah’s number and he had been debating whether or 

not he should text her. He was annoyed that he didn’t give her his number so that he wouldn’t feel 

obligated to text her first. He didn’t want to text too early in fear of looking too eager, but he also didn’t 

want to text her too late in case she forgot who he was. 

He decided against waiting, partly because he was eager and partly because he had nothing 

else to do. 

John sent a picture that he got off a website of an empty classroom with only one person sitting 

in the front of the class. He added a note: “This is you.” 

It took her only a few minutes to reply back, “I already know who this is! Hi, John. So great to 

hear from you.” An emoji that shows a figure rolling its eyes follows.  

“I know you’ve been waiting anxiously for my text.” 

“Oh yeah? What makes you so sure about that?” 

“Well, I actually have a gift of reading people’s minds, Sarah. Yours is especially easy to read 

tonight.” 

“What might my mind be thinking then, oh gifted John?” 

“Well, oh normal Sarah, you’re obviously wondering when I’m going to ask you out.” 

“HAHA John, you’re out of your mind. What makes you think I like you, huh? :)” He knew 

that he had her hooked at this point. 
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“How does this sound? We can study Monday around midday, then we can go out to eat. And 

if you woo me over and show me that chivalry is not dead, I’ll even pay for you!” John sent this knowing 

that he wasn’t going to reply, regardless of what she said. He locked his phone and put it away, ready to 

go to bed. 

John screamed in agony for most of the ride to the hospital. He kept trying to convince the 

EMTs that he was fine and just wanted to see his grandmother. At certain times, he would calm himself, 

stop his mindless screaming, and say, “Guys, I’m fine.” When John noticed that the EMTs didn’t believe 

him, he would lose it again. He expected he would see her at the hospital but she was already headed to 

the coroner’s office by the time John reached the hospital. Once at the hospital, he was checked on by Dr. 

Jacobson. 

“Hello, son. You incurred a pretty severe concussion.” 

“I want to see her.” John replied, as if in a trance. 

“I’m sorry, John, I don’t think I follow.” Dr. Jacobson wasn’t informed of the circumstances 

that led to his concussion, he was just told of John’s condition. 

“I want to see her.” 

“Ok, John, we’ll work on that. I just want to run some tests to see the extent of your 

concussion. With concussion, patients usually experience some memory loss and clouded judgement.”  

The physician held up a light to John’s pupils to see if they would contract. His left pupil 

stayed dilated, but his right pupil contracted slightly. He checked John’s reflexes and found them to be 

extremely slow.  

John’s grandpa walked into the room to see how John was holding up. Dr. Jacobson noticed 

the excessive puffiness around his eyes and decided that it was a good time to leave. Without a word, he 

nodded to the grandpa and headed out. 

John saw his grandpa walking towards him, red and bleary eyed. This must be why he left 

Oregon.  
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“I want to see her,” John said again, just looking distantly at the wall with unfocused eyes. 

“John, she’s gone. She’s dead.” John awakened to this.  

He looked directly into his grandpa’s eyes. “I need to get out of here, Grandpa. I feel like I’m 

going to suffocate.” 

“John, the nurses told me you have a concussion. Just stay here until they say you’re ready to 

go. I’m going back to the house today to pick up a few things and I’ll meet you back here before 

nighttime.” 

His grandpa left and a dark, deep feeling formed in John’s stomach. It was as if a black hole 

had opened up and sucked everything from him. He felt devoid of all emotion. He felt as if he had no 

tears left. He had no happiness. He had no sadness. He had nothing.  

Her death stripped him emotionally. This feeling wasn’t entirely novel to him. He recognized it 

from the days before deciding to leave Oregon. He knew that he had left a part of himself there. He 

thought back to all the conversations he had with his grandmother. Absolutely selfish. Completely self 

absorbed. He had gotten so used to thinking about himself; only himself. Ever since he came from 

Oregon, he had felt this nebulous feeling. Emptiness. Sadness. He had to leave. He knew he had to. But to 

where? Back to Oregon? A 3,000 mile trip from Florida, but for what?  
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Chapter 4 

 

The more he thought about going back to Oregon, the crazier he thought he was. But he found 

himself contemplating it more often, planning out small details. Where would he find money to eat? He 

knew he wouldn’t be able to drive there since his grandfather would never let him leave, especially in his 

current condition. He knew he couldn’t hitchhike--3,000 miles listening to the inane chatter of random 

drivers? But how could he possibly walk the 3,000 miles? He was barely able to make it up the stairs in 

his room without panting. But somehow, all of this didn’t matter; the impossibility of it wasn’t an 

obstacle to him. The thought of potential relief from the perpetual misery that he was now experiencing 

seemed too attractive.  

“My phone is still at the house, I don’t have any money, I don’t have a car, I don’t really know 

what to do,” John began listing all the obstacles that came into his mind.  

“I would probably have to sleep on the street and I would most likely have to beg for money to 

be able to eat each day.” 

It was 3,000 miles. John knew this from the flight his father booked him when they both 

thought it was best for him to leave, considering the situation. He did the math: 30 miles a day, 100 days. 

A pilgrimage. Very doable.  

100 days until he’d be able to attain his salvation. 100 days until his misery (a misery that he 

now realized had been with him for the past 7 years since he’d arrived in Florida) was gone. 100 days 

until he could reclaim his life.  

If he was transparent with himself, John had to admit that he wasn’t sure exactly what was 

awaiting him there. All he had was an urge; a weak but steady pull from the pit of his stomach that told 

him that this was his destination.  

John thought about his grandfather. But now the musing was just filler until he figured out a 

plan. He knew that nothing was going to stop him at this point. 
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John thought back to his grandmother, to the last thing he said to her before she… What was 

it? Something about leaving food at the door? He couldn’t remember now. His memory felt fuzzy. The 

thought of his grandmother opened a wound that had just begun to seal. He began to sob bitterly. His 

uncontrollable, hysterical crying led a nurse to come in and ask if everything was okay.  

“Can you bring some water bottles and a bag?” John asked in between sobs. He looked at a 

mirror placed just beside his bed and didn’t quite recognize himself. It wasn’t his bloodshot or his puffy 

eyelids that led to this lack of recognition. Instead, when he looked at himself, he felt pity for the person 

staring at him in the mirror. He looked down at himself, at the weight he had gained. He felt disgusted. He 

started sobbing again but this time for himself; at his own plight. He couldn’t bring himself to say it but 

he knew that he was worthless.  

The nurse came back, seeming hesitant to enter. She didn’t look at John but placed the bag on 

the counter and the bottles right over it. 

“Is there anything else I can get you, hon?”  

He said no and she seemed all too relieved to get out of the room. John thought about what he 

had to do. He would act like the family member of a patient. He would have to change out of this gown 

first. John took off the gown and stripped down to his boxers. He made a conscious effort not to turn 

around and look in the mirror. He reached and grabbed his clothes but he couldn’t remember changing out 

of them at all. Once he put on his jeans he tried looking for his shoes. He started to panic but then realized 

that they were under the bed. He grabbed them, sat on a chair and put them on, sliding his feet into the 

worn, roomy shoes that were still laced from when they had been pulled off his unconscious body earlier 

He sat up after slipping them on and was embarrassingly tired from the minor exertion. Doubt 

slowly crept into his mind but he arrested it. He peered into the hallway and slowly checked to see if any 

nurses were present. He was aware that he was acting like a lunatic but he couldn’t help being this 

cautious. The hallways were surprisingly empty. Not a single nurse, patient, or doctor was in sight. Not 

even those medicine carts always circulating the ward. 

He took his first step out of the room and immediately experienced a rush of nausea. He shook 

his head to relieve it but the shaking made it worse. John stumbled and barely caught himself, held up 
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only by the railway on the wall. He stayed there for a moment until he regained his composure and started 

again. A wave of relief washed over him as he realized that the halls were still empty. As he walked past 

the front nurse’s station, he noticed no nurses, which he found odd. There were no windows in this 

hospital, at least not on  his floor--was it the sixth?-- so he wasn’t sure the time. He looked around for a 

clock but couldn’t find one and cursed silently that he didn’t pick up his phone. As he neared the elevator, 

he briefly noticed a floor map. 

 

“Psychiatry ← Rooms 200-256  Rooms 257-299 →”  

 

He hurriedly pressed the “down” button but it didn't open. He thought he heard voices coming 

from the corridor but couldn’t quite see the end of it. He continued pressing it, more rapidly now. The 

voices grew louder. He found himself punching the button until the elevator finally arrived. He jumped in 

the elevator and collapsed on the floor as the doors closed almost immediately after entering. Sitting on 

the floor he reached up towards the lowest button. The elevator paused for a second before it began 

moving. John felt as if it was moving up instead of down but knew that was wrong. 

Before the elevator doors would open, he slowly stood up and attempted to plan. “It’s 

probably nighttime so there might be a good amount of visitors. I don’t really have to hide anymore so 

I’ll just act completely normal and walk out slowly.”  

He walked out onto the first floor and noticed that it was completely deserted. Not a single 

person in sight. He attributed this to luck and turned the corner only to be confronted by a bright burst of 

sunlight from the large glass sliding doors that lead to the parking lot.. He neared the doors and they 

automatically slid open, allowing a humid breeze to spread across his face. He paused for a brief moment, 

experienced a momentary surge of happiness, then took his first step into the world.  

Once outside, John felt completely exhausted and again, doubt slowly crept into his mind as he 

wondered how he would ever make it all the way back to Oregon on foot. He tried to ignore these 

thoughts and walked randomly in a certain direction, led only by the direction of the breeze and the 
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position of the sun. He looked around and finally noticed people walking; for some reason he felt relieved 

at his observation.  

He tried to make a mental effort as he walked to notice his surroundings. He remembered 

reading in a book that if a person notices at least three new things everyday it leads to a more satisfied 

life. He struggled for awareness. 

It felt as though he had been walking for hours. He looked up and the sun had only shifted 

slightly even though what felt like an eternity had passed. He decided to ask a passerby for the time. It 

had been so long since he had had to talk to an individual other than his grandparents that he momentarily 

forgot how to do it.  

“Hello?” he asked someone, but the gentleman abruptly put his hand up and walked away. The 

man was on his phone and gave John a look, “Don’t interrupt my call.”  

John tried to make eye contact with someone around him, anyone, but it was as if he was 

invisible.  

He walked up to a woman holding two kids. She was dragging her daughter, maybe 5 years 

old, away from a magazine stand. The daughter was trying to open one but the mother kept telling her that 

dirty people touch those. Her son, younger, around 3, had a leash attached to the backpack he had 

strapped on. The boy was right next to his mother so the leash hung slack. John couldn’t see it at the 

moment but they also had a dog a few meters behind them, following closely. The dog was not leashed.  

“Excuse me, miss, what time?” John asked, timidly. The girl who was infatuated with the stand 

a few moments ago turned her attention to him.  

She ran up to John and yelled, “Hi mister, my name’s Missy!” The mother pulled her daughter 

away by the hand, gave him a cold look, and scolded her daughter, telling her never to talk to strangers. 

The dog quickened its pace and growled at John as it walked by.  

John, now confused, walked up to a store with darkened glass to see his reflection. He looked 

at himself and flinched as he noticed that he forgot to take off the gauze that was wrapped around his 

head. He touched his face as if he was some creature that was somehow encapsulated in a human’s body.  
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He started unwinding the gauze. It was wrapped six times around his head. As he was pulling 

the gauze off, he noticed a clear fluid dripping out of his ear and falling onto his shoulder. This distracted 

him from the fact that the gauze was covered in blood, dark red, dried. He felt an urge to smell the gauze 

and began to gag when he did. A few moments later, an employee walked out of the store. 

“Excuse me. No loitering.” The employee looked young, maybe 23 or 24, and John saw his 

nametag “Matthew - Manager.” Matthew had slick blonde-brown hair and darker facial hair. He had a 

chiseled jaw that was made even sharper by the way his facial hair was shaved. John could tell that he 

worked out because his long sleeve black shirt had its sleeves rolled up, exposing his vascular forearms. 

John took in this image and became momentarily intimidated. He began to wonder what store he was at. 

He looked down at himself and noticed his baggy shirt and pants and ratty shoes. He liked his pants 

oversized since they don’t hug his hips too tightly. Standing in front of Matthew made him feel 

homeless.  

“I’m not homeless,” John tells the manager with teary eyes. 

“Sir, please, you’re disturbing our customers.” 

John peered closely into what he had thought was a mirror and saw it to be dark, translucent 

glass. He had been staring at himself but now realized that, from the inside, it had seemed as if he’d been 

staring at them. The embarrassment crippled him. He wanted to cover his face and run away but the 

manager was looking at him, curious. John stood frozen in fear, paralyzed by the thought that he was 

being watched by a crowd. He attempted to move his legs but they felt plastered to the concrete, as if he 

was embedded knee-deep into the pavement. He felt himself slowly shrinking and the manager seemed to 

get farther and farther away. Everything became dimmer. He was alone in the street now and his eyes 

closed as he fell back. 

John woke up on the side of the street, a pile of change in front of him, and his hair sticking to 

his scalp. He touched his head; it felt tender. He winced as his fingers made contact.. He used the bottle of 

water he had requested to wash off blood that was sticking to his hair.He knew he was in terrible 

condition and he wouldn’t be able to make it all the way to Oregon. It was evident to him now more than 

ever that he could barely make it across the street. But he couldn’t go home either. He couldn’t live in that 
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home that had been making him feel so empty, so lost. He knew that there was something waiting for him 

in Oregon. Regardless of whether or not he could make it back there, he knew that it would be better to 

attempt the journey than return back to his lifestyle like nothing ever happened.  

He looked up to see where he was. It was still light outside so he didn’t know how long he’d 

been passed out for. He drank some of the water that was left in the bottle, picked up his change and 

headed toward the store that he was just at. He was about 30 feet away from the position where he was 

talking to Matthew when he decided to cross the street instead of going back along the same path. The 

further he was from the store, the more comfortable John felt. He looked across the street and the store 

that he was looking at recognized it as a Wendy’s. He paused, then continued walking.  

He went on walking for what felt like 30 minutes until he had to take a break and sit down. He 

rested his back against a wall and slid down. The stucco wall pressed sharply into his back, but he was so 

tired that this didn’t bother him. He panted as he reached the floor and took out his water; he had just one 

bottle left. He had no idea where he was but tried to come up with a plan. He would rest here for a bit, 

then continue walking along the busy sidewalk until he reached a restaurant on the outskirts of Florida. 

He remembered eating there when his grandparents drove him but he was not sure how far away it was 

from him or if he was even heading in the right direction.  

After a few minutes of contemplating his hopeless situation, he decided to keep on moving and 

try to find this restaurant. He forgot the name of it but knew it was somewhere in Helen. While he was 

gathering up his things, a young couple approached and gave him some money. He held back the urge to 

tell them he wasn’t homeless and took the money.  

“Have a blessed day,” the woman told him. The husband also smiled at him, which made John 

feel a bit more confident, giving him the courage to ask a question. 

“Excuse me, which direction is Helen?”  

“Who’s Helen?” the woman replied, too enthusiastically, as if talking to a child. “When’s the 

last time you saw her?” The husband snickered as she asked this. 

“The city, Helen. Lake Helen.” 
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The woman blushed and told him where to go. She stood looking at him, all pity removed from 

her face, and seemed annoyed that she gave her money away. The husband pulled her arm as she stood 

there staring. John turned away just moments before the couple retreated. He thought he heard the 

husband say “This must be why he left Oregon.” 

He continued to think about the couple; how did they know about Oregon? But he felt better 

knowing that he was indeed going in the right direction. According to the woman, Helen was just a few 

miles farther. He could be there in less than an hour. He realized he forgot to ask about the restaurant but 

he decided he could do that when he reached the town.  

He walked past a library and frowned. 

John opened his phone the morning after he texted Sarah and saw four missed messages and a 

phone call. Sarah had texted him only once, to agree to the date, but his mother had texted him and called 

him, and one of his friends had also texted him. He ignored the other texts and decided to text Sarah 

about today, but changed his mind. 

He got ready for school and wondered why his mom texted him and called him since they were 

in the same house. He called out for her: 

“Mom, are you here?”  

No reply. She had probably left for work, so he made a mental note to text her and see what 

she needed. On his way back to the university, he decided to finally text Sarah and solidify his plans for 

the date.  

“Hey nerd. How does studying together around 4:00 sound today?” He sent this with a 

winking emoji and noticed that she immediately opened the message. He locked his phone quickly before 

she had the chance to reply while he had the messages opened, so as not to look too eager.  

“It sounds great :)” she replied. John made a mental note to text her at 3:35 before they were 

supposed to meet. It was Monday, so they wouldn’t be seeing each other in any classes. He might pass by 

her outside of class but it was very unlikely. 
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John parked his car in the commuter lot and realized he hadn’t called his mom yet. He checked 

his watch and noticed that he was late for class, so he decided to call her later.  

At around 3:30 PM John texted Sarah and told her to meet him at the library across from the 

smoothie shop on campus. She agreed and he headed over there a bit early. He sat at a bench a good 

distance away from the shop and waited for her. The bench was covered by trees so it was difficult to 

notice anyone sitting on it. 

Around twenty minutes later, Sarah arrived, walking with a guy that John didn’t recognize. 

The guy gave her a hug before he left her there. John was watching all of this with a feeling that was 

unfamiliar to him. He felt like his stomach was lodged in his throat and despair washed over him. Who 

was this guy? How did she know him? He wasn’t sure why he was so alarmed. He barely knew her. But 

what he saw then ignited a flame inside him, and the despair changed into a feeling of hatred.  

John had lost all desire to engage with her. He walked away and decided to go home.  

He got a text from Sarah. “Hey I’m here but I can’t see you. Are you here too?” John was at 

his apartment by the time he received this. It was about 10 minutes past the time they were supposed to 

meet. He wondered why it took her 10 minutes to ask where he was. 

“I went home. Just a little tired.” He purposefully made his messages as abbreviated as 

possible. 

“Uhm well okay. I hope you feel better. Reschedule?” 

“Yeah I’ll let you know when. Kind of busy.” 

She opened this message but didn’t reply. John inwardly felt lacking, as if he didn’t make her 

feel bad enough. He didn’t like the way she responded and really just wanted her to get angry at him for 

bailing. But she didn’t. John forced himself not to text back by throwing his phone away from him, onto 

the bed. 

He realized he still hadn’t called his mom so he picked his phone back up and saw another text 

from Sarah. Part of him felt relieved but he didn’t look at what the message said and instead called his 

mom.  
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He dialed her number and the phone rang a few times then paused. He expected to hear 

someone on the other end but the ringing resumed sporadically. The call was sent to voicemail and he 

ended the call before the automated teller explained the procedure of leaving a voicemail. He opened his 

messages to text his mom but was instead distracted by Sarah’s message.  

“Is everything okay?” He opened this text and waited a few minutes before replying, hoping 

that this wait would fill her with some degree of dread.  

“Why wouldn’t it be?” 

“It just seems like something is off...are you sure?” She replied almost immediately and John 

was filled with glee. He decided that he was satisfied enough with how the dynamics of the conversation 

had shifted and didn’t feel a need to text her anymore. 

John looked around his dorm room and saw the one picture of his family he had up. His 

father’s appearance penetrated him. He had always wanted John to become a doctor but John wanted to 

be a professor. Once over dinner when he was much younger, he asked his father his reason for becoming 

a doctor.  

“To help others, John.” his father replied in a tone that stressed how obvious this question 

was.  

“Wouldn’t you be able to help more people if you opened up a homeless shelter or something? 

Or started a charity?” 

John’s father looked at him quizzically.  

“It’s helping people in different ways, John.” 

“No, I realize that. It would just make more sense to open up a charity if all you really wanted 

was help people. Doesn’t make much sense to spend 10 years of your life studying and getting yourself 

half a million dollars in debt just to help people.” John quickly added, “Just a bit inefficient in my 

opinion.”  
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He snapped back to the present and looked over his to-do list and felt relieved that he didn’t 

have too many things to finish that night.  

Study for 156 

Study for 178 

Start website for J&P 

Finish book 

He knew that this would most likely take him until the end of the night but that was how most of 

his nights were. He liked it that way. As he was about to start studying for his first class, he got a new text 

from Sarah. 

“Hello?” 

He wondered if he should even reply but decided that his night would probably be more 

interesting if he did. He didn’t feel an urge to make her feel any worse than she already did, he was 

satisfied that she felt the need to text him to make sure he was feeling fine.  

“What’s up, Sarah?” 

“Just want to know why you canceled today.” 

“I told you already. I was tired. I feel better now that I’ve eaten.” 

“Okay, well, I’m glad. Can we figure out another time?” 

John was wondering why she wanted to go out with him this badly but decided that he should 

set a date so she didn’t lose interest. Showing too much coldness could be counterproductive to his 

efforts.  

“How about we sit together tomorrow during class, then we can go eat something 

afterwards?” 
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“Yeah that sounds good :)” she replied. John could almost hear the hopefulness in her voice 

as she sent the message. John put his phone away and began studying for his first class. It was 8:30 PM 

by the time he started. 

After what felt like days of walking, but looked to be only a few hours by the change in the 

position of the sun, John saw the sign. LAKE HELEN, FLORIDA. POPULATION: -- 

Although his progress thus far paled in comparison to his ultimate goal, he felt accomplished 

and proud. He immediately set his mind to determining how he would find this restaurant. Was it even a 

restaurant? He couldn’t remember now. His plan seemed simple: go into town and ask the first person he 

saw. But he knew how difficult this could be in practice; partly because he couldn’t remember the name 

of the restaurant or what it looked like, but also due to the fact that he actually looked homeless now and 

he knew that people would avoid trying to speak with him. His sweat from the short trek combined with 

the dust from walking along the side of the road gave him a grimey, homely look. His shoes, which were 

worn out before, looked even worse now. He could feel the heel of one of his shoes slowly deteriorating 

as he moved step-by-step, his weight serving as a catalyst to his footwear’s destruction. His knees were 

extremely sore. 

He looked ahead and saw two individuals walking toward him, possibly 1000 yards away. 

They looked like small dots from this distance but he could somehow tell that they were people. He was 

too fatigued to notice that the streets looked entirely deserted. He kept walking toward these figures but 

had to take a break because his knees were about to give out. He sat on the sidewalk and noticed that the 

grass growing in between the cracks of the cement was about knee-high. He attempted to pull his 

backpack off to drink the remaining water in his bottle but had trouble getting the bag off. When he 

finally managed to, he opened the pack, took the water out and realized he had finished it.He looked up to 

find those individuals he had spotted earlier but they seemed to have vanished. There was nothing in front 

of him. He looked around, examining the collapsed structures, the unpaved streets, the broken street 

lamps.  

“Where the hell am I?” he said out loud. Tears started forming in his eyes. 
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He slapped himself in the face in an attempt to regain his composure, but this eventually made 

him cry. As he was sobbing, John was slapping himself across the face.  

“Fuck!” he yelled at himself. Images of his grandmother came back to him. He saw her 

vividly, laying on the floor, blood running down from her broken, cracked head. He looked at his hands 

and they were filled with blood. Blood was dripping off his cheeks into his lap. The sight of this was 

enough to make him collapse again.  

When John woke up, it was now dusk and the sun was setting. He looked at his hands and saw 

no blood. He wanted to look at himself in a mirror but as he closely examined the streets around him, he 

realized that it would be a waste of his energy to try to find stores with glass. All of these stores had 

broken windows, with shards of glass scattered on the adjace. The glass looked extremely old and covered 

with dust. He decided to keep walking and try to find something, someone, anything before the sun 

completely set.  

As he was walking, he was thinking about how privileged and simple his life back at his 

grandparent’s house seemed compared to what he found himself in now. Instead of being able to eat 

whenever and whatever he wanted, sleep all day or all night, watch any show he wanted, be at perfect 

ease with himself in any and every situation, he was now in the most uncomfortable and embarrassingly 

undignified situation that he had experienced in the past seven years. He thought back to the hamburgers. 

He was able to smell them as he mindlessly walked through the streets, the sun moving ever so slightly 

across the sky. His mouth watered and he almost crumbled at the idea of drinking a cold diet Dr. Pepper. 

The imagery that he tortured himself with, combined with the treatment he had been receiving from the 

passersby, made him feel like running back into his cave to escape the reality of his harsh, worthless life.  

“What’s the point of this anyway,” he laughed to himself, just now realizing how silly his idea 

of going back home actually was. As he looked up, he saw a light in the distance. Unlike the people he 

thought he had seen earlier, he was sure that this was real. He rubbed his eyes to make sure they weren’t 

playing tricks on him (covering them with even more dirt while doing so) and reasserted his initial 

conclusion. It was indeed a store. As he walked closer he could hear noise coming from it. Music. 

Yelling. People enjoying life. He smiled to himself as he finally realized he would be able to go back 

home.  
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Chapter 5  

 

As he made his way closer to this place, his suspicions that this might be the restaurant he was 

trying to find earlier grew stronger. His heart was thumping as he remembered it was the same driveway 

his grandparents parked in when they arrived at this place with him.  

He was overfilled with joy as he approached the door. The glass wasn’t transparent from the 

outside and he could hear all of the people yelling inside. The music was too loud, and even though it was 

country music, a genre that he absolutely abhorred, he couldn’t have been happier to hear it because this 

was his opportunity to go back to his life. He opened the door and the music immediately stopped. He 

looked around the store and couldn’t believe his eyes. It was empty. Not one table had customers. The 

shouting and the laughing that he had heard just moments ago dissipated instantaneously. He closed the 

door to see if this was some type of prank, hoping that the music would resume, that the people would 

reappear. Nothing.  

He opened the door again. “You gonna just stand there or you gonna come in an order 

sumthin?” the waitress asked him. She was staring at her phone and didn’t look at him as he entered. He 

slowly walked in and she looked up.  

“Oh no no, we don’…” 

“I’m not homeless, lady.” 

The waitress looked at him quizzically and smiled. She was a large, overweight black woman. 

Her teeth seemed to sparkle as she smiled and she had her hair in two braids.  

“Anywhere you’d like, hun,” she added, extending her arm like a true hostess. He could sense 

the sarcasm in her voice, but decided to sit anyway. 

“Coffee?” 

“Just water.” She brought over one tall glass of water and he greedily grabbed it out of her 

hand before as she set it down, spilling some of it on the table. 
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“Relax, will ya.” 

John ignored her comment and drank the entire glass in three large gulps, pounding it on the 

table after drinking. “Another one please,” he said, panting from drinking so quickly. 

While she was on her way back to the kitchen to get him another glass, he looked around to see 

if there was a phone booth and spotted one in the far corner of the restaurant. John decided to wait until he 

was finished eating before calling his grandfather. He relished in the relaxation that he was finally able to 

enjoy and used this time to look around the restaurant. It was just as he’d remembered it. The seats were 

still red and white, the tables were still beige. The diner was not too large, as there were only fifteen 

tables in the entire restaurant. From the corner of his eye, he saw the waitress coming back to him, 

carrying two waters now. 

She placed them down and gave John a smile. “Here ya go hun, don’t drink ‘em too fast or 

you’ll get an ache!” She turned to walk back. 

“Hey, what’s your name by the way?”  

She didn’t turn around to answer John. He noticed her torso heaving as she started laughing 

silently. Puzzled, John decided to focus whatever was left of his mental energy on the two waters in front 

of him. He took the one on his left and finished it in three gulps like the last one. There was ice in the 

glass, so he slumped in the booth and chewed on the ice, closing his eyes and envisioning how his bed 

would feel. 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out all of the change that he had stored in there. He 

remembered where the money came from, considered not using it, but eventually decided it didn't matter. 

He counted $3.40. Wondering what this could get him, John searched for a menu. He couldn't find one at 

his table so he fruitlessly looked at the other tables to see if there were any there. He got up to ask the 

waitress. 

“Can I get a menu?” he said out loud, in front of the counter. No reply. He decided to wait 

before asking again, in case she heard him and was getting it for him now. 
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“Hello? Hi. Can I get a menu, please?” he asked louder now, getting annoyed that she wasn’t 

doing her job. John pounded his heavy, dirty hand on the counter after a few seconds of no response. 

“Yeah, lady, so I need a menu. Hello? What’s going on back there?” John attempted to peer 

into the kitchen but his line of vision was blocked by a door leading into the kitchen.  

“Hey! I said...”  

“She can’t hear you, son.” John was cut off by a man sitting at the edge of the restaurant.  

This interjection startled him, but he tried his best not to let it appear on his face. He slowly 

turned around, trying his best to maintain his cool, and followed the direction of the sound. John was sure 

that he had been the only customer in the restaurant when he walked in; it was possible that this man had 

come out of the restroom while he was at the counter. John turned to face him. He was wearing black 

denim jeans, a black denim jacket with black sunglasses, and a black hat. His facial hair was well 

trimmed, accentuating the angles of his face. He was reading a book but John was too far away to tell 

what it was. 

“I got that impression,” John said, attempting to speak in a lower volume, to seem manlier. The 

Man caught on to this and chuckled at his reply. John immediately received this as a jab at his pride. 

After about a 20 second span of laughter, John, annoyed now, asked, “What’s so funny?” 

The Man abruptly stopped his laughter and took his sunglasses off. He tucked the book into his 

jacket pocket and walked toward John’s table. John inched backwards a few inches, creating some 

distance between himself and the Man. He sat at John’s table and started rummaging through the 

miniature stand with the ketchup and syrup bottles. John, confused, wondered what he was doing until he 

pulled out a menu and slapped it onto the table. The Man grinned wildly and waited for John’s response. 

“Miraculous,” John said, with an obvious tone of sarcasm that he hoped this Man would catch 

on to. Strangely, sitting at this table now with this Man, John felt an obscure feeling of comfort with this 

person, even though he had never seen him before. The man pulled out his book, battered and torn, and 

John briefly glanced at the cover: Requiem for a Dream.  



31 
 

A minute of complete silence passed before John finally asked, “Do you know where the 

waitress is?” John kept his head down, not looking at the Man, and counted his change once again.  

“Coffee break,” the man said, smirking. His glasses were back on by now. John wasn’t sure if 

this was supposed to be a joke, so he just kept his head down and continued looking at his change. 

“What you doin’ over here, son? Pretty dead town for a kid like you to be hangin’ out in. Ain’t 

no parties on this side of town, if ya know what I mean.” Smirking, the Man said this with a strong 

southern accent. John was surprised that he hadn’t mentioned anything about his tattered clothes. But he 

was most surprised that any strange person would talk to him, considering the fact that he indeed looked 

homeless.  

John looked at him now and wasn’t sure how much he should tell him.  

“Just went for a walk,” he said tersely.  

“Went for a walk to Helen, huh?” 

“Yeah.” John said with a shrug. 

“Got a place in mind, son? Ain’t nobody really just walkin’ to Helen.”  

John decided to switch the focus of the conversation to this mysterious Man.  

“I could’ve sworn I was the only one in here when I walked in.” John said this ironically, to 

imply that he was expecting an answer. 

“Was using the head, son. Right over there. Not sure if you hearda one. Useful thing.” The 

Man nodded his head in the direction of the bathroom and chuckled.  

“Why are you in Helen then?” John asked accusingly, and immediately regretted his tone. The 

Man didn’t seem to mind. 

“On a little journey of my own. ‘Cept with a car.” He laughed. “Just needed some fuel for the 

road. Came all the way from Jacksonville. Gonna make my way toward the West. Sweet ol’ Cal-if-or-ni-

a,” he grinned at the end of this sentence, staring straight at John. John tried to stare back but found the 

power asymmetry uncomfortable when looking at someone with sunglasses on. 



32 
 

“California? Why?” John questioned, considerably more interested now, still looking down. 

“Why? Why not?” the Man gave another hearty laugh. John wasn’t sure that this should’ve 

prompted laughter but decided to continue the conversation. 

“I mean, what’s waiting for you over in California?” 

“Nothin’. Just feel like it’s calling me there.” 

“What about your work? How do they feel about you suddenly moving?” 

“I didn’t say I’m moving forever!” The Man laughed again, this time throwing his head back. 

“Besides, I’m an entrepreneur. Shit, I’m gettin’ paid right now sittin’ here!” 

After a brief pause, the Man added, “So you gon’ tell me why you really up here?” 

“I was planning to go to Oregon but I’ve decided to just go back home.” 

“What’d you decide to go back home for?” The Man seemed incredibly interested now; he was 

leaning forward in his booth, taking up almost half of the table. John sat back just as the Man came 

forward. 

“Just too hard I guess.” John automatically replied, not thinking about his answer. 

“Wait a second….you said you walked here, right? You ain’t got no car with you?” The Man 

seemed as if he was about to burst into laughter.  

“No, I was going to walk there.” John said calmly, with a straight face.  

The Man took off his sunglasses and laughed wildly in John’s face. “Boy, you mus’ be the 

biggest fool I’ve ever met in these past 10 years. You tryna walk across the country on foot? No wonder 

you quit so easily, you ain’t got no plan!” 

“No, no, it’s more than that. I lost my drive. I guess it’s just easy to feel motivated in the 

beginning.” 

“Well,” the Man replied, “what was your reason to begin with?” 
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John paused before replying. What was his reason? He had made a promise to himself to never 

go back.The Man noticed John with this look of severe confusion on his face and decided he would assist 

him.  

“Not too sure, huh?”  

“Well, honestly, not really. Back at the hospital I thought I had a pretty good reason for this 

but now I’m a bit confused.” 

The Man decided to ignore this bit about the hospital and let John continue his train of 

thought.  

“Think out loud, boy. It helps.” 

“It doesn’t matter much since I’m already going to call my grandpa to pick me up. Honestly, I 

just wanted to eat something before calling him, but this waiter seems to have disappeared.” 

The Man became visibly upset. John noticed this but decided not to pursue the subject. 

“Whatcha mean, you gonna call your grandpa?” the Man asked, making no effort to hide the 

irritation in his voice. “You gonna quit and you don’t even know what you quittin’ for? Think out loud, 

boy. Why did you wanna go back to Oregon?” 

John decided to appease the Man, partially because it was bothering him too, and partially 

because he felt slightly threatened. 

“Well, okay. I got into some trouble back in Oregon during my college years and I really just 

needed an escape from that place. My grandparents were the only people who were willing to take me in 

after that incident. But I noticed that despite having everything that I felt I needed at the moment, there 

was a hole inside of me.” John paused, holding back tears. He breathed deeply a few times and continued. 

“I was depressed. I am depressed. I see no point to any of this. Ever since getting to Florida, I’ve eaten 

whatever I felt like eating, I’ve said whatever I’ve felt like saying. I’ve slept whenever I wanted to. I 

didn’t need to work. My grandparents would let me live for free. Why would I be depressed? Why should 

I? I have every single thing I need.” 
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“I see, boy, but what does any of this have to do with going back to Oregon?”  

“I don’t know. I felt like the key was there. The key to all my problems. I thought that going 

back there would make me happier than I feel right now.” 

“Well, boy, I gotta say, that sounds more like a fairy tale than anything I’ve ever heard. The 

real world don’t really work like that. Ain’t no magic key to fix all your problems. And let me tell you 

something else. In fact, let me make you a promise. You go to that phone right now and dial your 

grandaddy’s number, and you’re gonna stay how you are. Forever.” The Man enunciated his last word, 

spitting it at John spitefully. His laughing, playful demeanor had disappeared. The creases outlining his 

eyes had darkened and become more defined. 

John looked at the torn book cover. “What’s that about?” he asked, changing the subject. 

“It’s about some people who are in a pretty similar situation as the one you find yourself in. 

They had a choice to make and they decided not to make it.” 

“How does it end?” John asked, intrigued now that his life was comparable to something.  

The Man looked at him with stern eyes and evaded the question. “Let me tell you something. 

You won’t find what you’re looking for in Oregon, but you might find it on your way there.” 

John didn’t quite understand what he meant by this but decided not to question further. The 

Man could tell that John wasn’t convinced of what to do. 

“Come with me to the West Coast. I can drop you off in Oregon and go down to California by 

myself.” 

John was taken aback by this offer and wasn’t sure what to make of it. He was tempted by the 

offer but still leaned towards the easy route, calling his grandpa. Instead of contemplating any longer, 

John decided to get up and go home. He was collecting his change when the Man interrupted. 

“What you doin’ boy? Don’t you know you really have no choice here?” 

John, his heart rate increasing, scooped the change off the table and hurriedly got up. Most of 

the change fell to the floor. With shaky hands, he attempted to pick them up. His mind racing; he 
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wondered where the waitress was. John saw the phone booth at the very back of the room. The Man stood 

up and towered over him.  

“I told you boy, you really have no choice here.” 

John, not wanting to talk to this stranger any further, left the change that was on the floor and 

ran to the phone booth. His breath was short and he quivered when inhaling and he could feel his heart 

rocking his chest. He turned to see where the Man was and he couldn’t see him by the table. He was in 

absolute terror now, not knowing what was going on around him. He felt he was losing his mind. Where 

had this Man come from, who he had been talking to for the past half hour, gone?  

John reached the payphone and hurriedly put his coins in. He wasn’t paying attention to the 

specific coins that he put in, so dimes and nickels fell down into the coin return. He attempted to pick out 

the quarters but his trembling hands couldn’t perform the task.He managed to pick up two quarters and 

dialed the phone number. Nothing. Either the phone was disabled or the call was not going through. John 

tried again. Nothing.  

John, completely confused and utterly terrified, started sobbing. Pictures of his grandmother 

floated across his mind. John grabbed the phone and started banging it against the booth, screaming 

wordlessly. This must be why he left Oregon. John felt a blow connect to the back of his head and his 

vision went black. 
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Chapter 6 

 

The following morning, as usual, John woke up at 6:58 AM. His alarm was set for 7:00 AM. 

The sun shone through the blinds in his room and fell warmly on his face. There was one blind missing; at 

exactly 6:58, the sun would shine directly on to him through this sliver.. Today, he tried using his blankets 

to shield himself but the thin silk sheets did nothing to block the powerful rays. John still felt exhausted.. 

He decided to skip most of his classes and sleep in, but while he was attempting to go back to sleep, his 

mind kept racing back to his class with Sarah. His class with her was at 2:00 PM, so he mentally 

calculated his day leading up to 1:45 PM. As soon as the sun shifted so that the rays were no longer 

directly on his face, he immediately fell asleep once again.  

At around 10:00 AM he woke up naturally and decided to finally start his day. He wanted to 

look through some of his notes for the classes he was missing (fortunately the professors for these classes 

uploaded their lectures online), but immediately after opening his computer, he got distracted and 

watched online videos for hours. John had a bad habit of being able to spend the entire day surfing 

through videos, through social media. He knew that it was getting in the way of his academics but he had 

been able to get along with B’s and some A’s so he didn’t feel disheartened. John knew he was smart but 

he wasn’t completely convinced that his grades needed to be a reflection of his intellect. His parents knew 

that he was smart but didn’t know his grades. His father, who knew the rigor required to be accepted into 

medical school, would be extremely disappointed in John’s academic performance; for this reason John 

told them both nothing.  

At around 1:00 PM, John finally decided to close his laptop and start getting ready for his day. 

He had a long mirror outside his bathroom that he stared at for a few minutes, naked, before showering. 

One of the few things John truly cared about was his body; he had kept himself in shape with a rigorous 

exercise routine but had been slacking for the past few days because of his workload. Even though he 

didn’t study as much as he should (if at all), he constantly used studying as an excuse to shirk other 

duties. As he looked in the mirror, he admired his abdominal muscles.  
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After John’s shower, he went into his closet to pick out his clothes for the day. He decided on a 

flannel and black jeans. He wore his only pair of Converse All Stars but cleaned them a little before 

putting them on. He walked into his living room and turned on his tv. John was the only person who lived 

in his apartment, although it could easily fit three. His parents could afford it and they decided that John 

didn’t need the distraction of having roommates. He brought back his friends almost every other day but 

living with someone was an entirely different experience. He checked his watch and decided it was time to 

leave for class.  

Once outside his apartment, he walked down toward the elevators. He hated these halls 

because they smelled like old socks and rotten milk. He always held his breath on the walk between his 

door and the elevator. He couldn’t even breathe through his mouth because he could taste the stench. He 

made a mental note of talking to the landlord and seeing if there was anything that could be done about 

this. When he reached the elevator, he forgot that he didn’t lock his door so he jogged back, this time 

putting his flannel shirt over his mouth and nose to block out the scent. The cologne he put on did a good 

job of masking the smell. After locking his door, he walked all the way back again but did it in a light jog 

because he couldn’t handle the stench for much longer. Impatiently, he pushed the elevator button door 

until it finally opened up. He rushed in and pushed the button for the first floor, desperately trying to 

escape from this situation. As the doors were about to close he saw a guy coming out of the door and he 

made eye contact with John. 

“Hold the doors!” he yelled. He was covering his nose with his shirt.  

John reluctantly stuck his arm in the path of the elevator doors and kept them open. He looked 

at the stranger and noticed that he looked familiar. After staring at him for longer than normal, John 

realized that this may be the guy who had hugged Sarah. John realized that he was staring at him so he 

awkwardly attempted to strike up a conversation. 

“Thanks man, it smells terrible out there.” he said, finally putting his shirt down and taking 

out his phone to check the time. When the doors pulled open, John walked out of the elevator and looked 

back at the guy. He hesitated for a moment, before deciding to walk out of the apartment complex and 

towards his campus. Although he wanted to ask him if he knew Sarah, he decided against it. 
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John finally entered the building where his classroom was located. He had been so caught up 

in his thoughts that he almost walked past it. He reached into his pocket to check the time and noted that 

he was about 20 minutes late to his lecture. He also saw that his mom had called him and he made a 

mental note to call her later. 

Walking into the back of the classroom, John saw that the lecture hall was almost completely 

full. The room could seat about 300 students and descended almost 200 feet down. He tried peering 

toward the front of the classroom but couldn’t seem to find Sarah. A bit discouraged, he turned left to 

walk toward his usual seat and saw a blonde girl grinning at him. He smiled back as he saw that she had 

saved a seat for him. John shook his head laughing and playfully turned away, as if he was going to sit 

somewhere else.  

“Well, well, well.” Sarah took out her phone and tapped at the time. “Just in time for the end 

of the lecture. You’re definitely the star student, John.” 

“Yeah, well, I was going to try and come earlier but I figured I’d try to avoid you for as long 

as possible,” he said, smirking. 

He turned away to take out his notebook and pen and decided to try to focus on the lecture. He 

could tell that Sarah was looking at him from the corner of her eye but in an effort to seem less interested, 

he poured all his attention into the lecture. The professor was talking about mathematical concepts, but 

John had been too inattentive this semester to understand what he was talking about. 

 

“During the years after the death of Alexander the Great, there were a few mathematicians 

who accomplished a good deal in mathematics. Euclid, Archimedes of Syracuse, and Apollonius. While 

Euclid is most famous for his analysis of the work of other mathematicians, Archimedes and Apollonius 

are known for their originality…”  

“Please tell me you know what he’s talking about,” John whispered, turning to Sarah. He 

looked down at her notes and saw that she had written almost half a page of notes so far.  

“I know what he’s talking about,” she said back, smiling.  
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“Well, lucky for you, you’ll have to teach me all of it before our final.” 

“Ohhh, great.”  

“I’m really doing you a favor, if you really think about it.” He inwardly cringed at the amount 

of times he used ‘really’ in that sentence though Sarah didn’t seem to care.  

“Oh, is that right? Please explain it to me then. I don’t think I’m bright enough to understand 

your impeccable logic.” The flirtatious tone in her voice kept John extremely attentive.  

“Easy. Now you’ll get to spend even more time with me.” He smiled and glanced at her shirt. 

She was wearing a tight crop top that was exposing quite a bit of her chest. His gaze lingered too long 

and she noticed him staring. She tugged her shirt up. 

He decided to turn his attention back to the lecture, but the professor kept droning on about 

classical Greek mathematics. John took out his phone instead and saw another phone call from his mom. 

He was confused because he never felt the phone ring. He automatically opened Instagram and felt his 

heart drop as it was left open on Sarah’s page. He quickly returned to the homepage and started sifting 

through pictures, hoping she didn’t notice and trying his best to act completely natural. Almost all of the 

pictures that he saw were scantily clad models and this helped him soothe his nerve.. He found it 

refreshing to look at beauty in any form. He noticed Sarah looking over his shoulder at his phone. He 

slowly turned his head to face her but she immediately turned towards her notes. 

“That’s basically all you guys think about all day. Doesn’t it ever get old?” 

“Doesn’t what get old?” John replied back, serious now. 

“Like all the sex stuff.  

John furrowed his brows to appear to be in thought, then paused for a moment. He leaned in 

before answering Sarah. 

“No. Not at all actually.” He smiled and leaned back in his chair. “I’m pretty sure it’s 

genetic.”  

“Okay, well, don’t you think that could be dangerous for you?” 
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“Dangerous how?” John was feeling attacked now and was starting to get annoyed. He felt a 

brief ringing in his pocket but decided to stay focused on the conversation instead of reaching into his 

pocket. 

“You’ll start thinking that all women should look like that to be beautiful or sexy or 

whatever.” 

“What’s wrong with girls trying to look better?” 

“John! Beauty shouldn’t be determined extrinsically! You should be more concerned about 

what girls’ personalities are.” 

“Well that’s easy for a pretty girl to say. If you really think that’s true then why do you wear 

makeup, huh?” John smirked at her. 

“I wear makeup for myself. I don’t do it for other people!” 

“Do you wear makeup at home if you don’t go out?” 

“Well, no, but…” 

“Then you do it for other people.” John smugly added. He had had this conversation with 

other girls before and he knew how it always ended.  

She paused for a second before replying and John could tell that she was really thinking about 

it. 

“Yeah, I guess I do wear makeup for other people. But that doesn’t detract from the fact that 

those pictures that you look at change your standard for women in general!” 

What started as a whisper had now escalated to an audible conversation and the professor 

paused as he looked toward the back of the lecture hall. 

“It would be great if students could refrain from talking during my lecture, please.” The 

professor spit out the last word sharply, pausing before returning to his lecture. The entire class turned 

around and briefly looked directly at John and Sarah. John smiled at the people turning, his feet kicked 

up and resting on the chair in front of him, and Sarah looked down, embarrassed.  
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The professor continued for a few more minutes before ending the lecture. John turned toward 

Sarah. 

“How was your first time sitting in the back?”  

“Terrible,” she replied back, feeling emotionally exhausted from the embarrassing exhibition 

she had found herself in today. “I’m still not done with this conversation by the way!” 

“Walk with me and we’ll finish it, then.” 

John proceeded to walk towards the door and Sarah followed closely behind him.  

“What were you saying before the professor rudely interrupted us?” John asked, laughing slightly.  

Sarah started right where she left off, not missing a beat. “The second thing that’s bad with 

those pictures that you’re looking at is that you start objectifying women. There were some studies that 

were done that showed that when guys look at pictures of women dressed like that, they use the same part 

of their brain when they look at tools. What do you think of that?” She said this last part triumphantly, as 

if she just finally diagnosed the fault of mankind.  

“Wow, look at you reading studies and all!”  

“No, really John. What do you think of that?” 

“Okay let me ask you a question, Sarah. Do you post pictures on Instagram?” 

She paused and looked confused. “Yeah of course, why?”  

“Show me what you’ve posted.” 

Sarah pulled out her phone but stopped as she began to catch on to what John was trying to 

show.  

“No, my pictures are different from what you look at. Those girls are trying to catch guys’ 

attention.” 

John tilted his head back and laughed loudly. “Oh really now? So you don’t post pictures to 

get people’s attention?” 
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“Of course not.” Sarah seemed rather defensive at his accusation. This annoyed John even 

more. Her blindness was astounding. 

John let out a chuckle. “Okay, I believe you. I take it you don’t care what people think about 

you then, right?” 

“Definitely not,” she replied defiantly. 

“Take a picture of that chair over there and post it, then.” John pointed over at one of the 

metal chairs surrounding an ugly, round table.  

Sarah paused for a second, unsure of how to respond. John noticed that her face flushed.  

“Well,” she stuttered, “it wouldn’t fit the theme of my pictures. People would get confused.” 

“For someone who doesn’t care what people think, you sure seem to be thinking about people 

a lot.” 

“Okay, John,” she replied, “just because I don’t want to post a picture like that doesn’t mean 

I’m trying to get people’s attention.” 

“Sure. Definitely. Let me see the types of pictures that you post though.” 

Sarah reluctantly opened up the application on her phone and went to her profile. She handed 

John her phone. Sarah had posted 24 pictures. Of those 24, 13 are of her in a bikini, 6 posing with her 

other friends, and 5 of them are either of a view or of food. He hands the phone back to her, smiling. 

“I think it’s quite funny that you think that what I look at is harming me when in reality you’re 

posting the same stuff!” John said this in a sarcastic tone to try to get under her skin.  

“Look at what you’re wearing right now. You know Sarah, a wise person once told me that 

revealing too much will lead to objectifying women.” 

Sarah, annoyed now, started to reply, but John cut her off before she could get a few words in. 

“And just to be clear, I’m in no way implying that you should dress a certain way. You can 

dress however your little heart desires, Sarah. But according to you, you’re also a contributor to the fact 
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that guys objectify women. How else would we learn to objectify without you girls making it so easy for 

us?” He added a smirk to the end of this and stared at her until she replied. 

“Fine, John, you can believe whatever you want. But I know from my own experience that this 

type of mindset makes everything worse. Guys always want sex and girls don’t.” 

“I think that attention is the female equivalent of sex,” John added, rather. “I mean, think 

about it. The same way that guys feel satisfied after sex, girls feel satisfied when they notice guys noticing 

them.” 

John could tell that Sarah didn’t agree with him from her lack of response, so he tried to 

change the topic. 

“Sarah, I think we should go on a really nice date together.” He stopped walking when he said 

this. Sarah started blushing. 

“But under one condition,” he added. 

Sarah waited for him to say something. Her face had turned from a light pink to a deep red. 

John felt surprised that someone so attractive could get so embarrassed by a simple question. 

“Well, what is it John?” she asked timidly. 

“If you objectify me, then I’ll have to end the date early,” John said teasingly.  

“Very funny, John,” she replied sarcastically. “You are the one that’s going to have to watch 

out for that.” 

John hadn’t realized exactly where they were walking because he was so enveloped in the 

conversation, but noticed that he had walked back to his apartment.  

He turned to her. “Well, here’s my apartment. I have a pretty cool TV set if you want to check 

it out.” 

She looked surprised. “Oh wow, I didn’t know you lived here. Maybe another time. I don’t 

think I have the lung capacity to hold my breath.” 
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John gave a small laugh. “What do you mean?” 

“The hallways smell terrible there, John.” She said this laughing, as if he was supposed to 

know. “You should know, you live there!” 

“Well, of course I know, but how do you?” He gave a sly smile. 

She paused for a second and the red hue which had just left her face a few moments ago 

returned slowly. She stumbled over her words. 

“I had some friends who lived there and they used to tell me about how bad it was.” 

“Really, that’s weird. I’m pretty sure my hallway is the only one that smells.” 

Sarah stood there speechless, so John decided to put her out of her misery. She obviously 

didn’t want to mention how she really knew about it. 

“Okay, well, I’ll text you about our date later this week. Better dress nice!” 

She smiled weakly and agreed. John went in to give her a hug and put his hand on her hips. He 

felt her flinch and let go immediately. 

John awkwardly backed away from her and opened the door to his apartment complex. He 

looked at his phone before walking into the complex and saw three missed calls from his mom. Before 

pressing the button to open the doors of the elevator, he decided to call her back. 
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Chapter 7 

 

As John started to regain consciousness, he became increasingly aware of his surroundings. 

The first thing he noticed upon his slow emergence from sleep was the pounding headache emanating 

from the back of his skull. It was unlike any pain he had ever experienced. He was resting on the side of 

his face and when he attempted to reposition himself onto his back, he felt a baseball-sized lump. When 

he put weight on this lump he felt a jolt of pain tear through his body. He couldn’t muster the energy to 

yell or scream. The intensity of the pain had him yearning for his death.  

Once the pain had lessened enough to allow him to focus on his surroundings, he noticed a 

constant vibration running through his body: moving, bumping, shifting. He was too disoriented to realize 

that he was feeling the movement of a vehicle. He struggled to open his eyes to no avail. After a few 

moments, he realized that his eyes were opened but were covered by something very thick. He tried 

moving his arms but felt them completely constrained to his sides. He wasn’t sure whether he was 

experiencing paralysis because of the blow to his skull that he remembered receiving, or whether he was 

tied down. He tried moving his fingers or wiggling his toes, just to convince himself that he wasn’t dead. 

He couldn’t move them. The feeling of complete and utter helplessness terrified him, as if he had been 

trapped in a dark box, alone and devoid of all human contact. He began to see images of his grandmother 

dying, the blood oozing from her head and her contorted face staring straight at him. John fell back into 

his slumber. 

He woke up gasping for air, as if he had been underwater for the entirety of his sleep. John 

found himself sitting in the passenger seat of the truck, alone. He looked around and saw that he was at a 

seemingly abandoned gas station. The pumps looked like they’d been deserted for years and the 

convenience store was boarded up.  

Looking around the car, he noticed that it was eerily similar to his grandfather’s truck. John’s 

grandfather’s truck had a tear in the fabric of the ceiling, and so did this one. It had been a while since 

John last drove with his grandpa, so he couldn’t quite remember if the tear was in the exact same spot, but 

he was sure that both these cars had one. He also saw a coffee cup sitting in the cup holder that looked 

exactly like the one his grandfather would always drink from. It was  black and white with a bright 
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Florida orange showcased on it. He wondered now if he had actually made the call to his grandfather back 

at that diner, and maybe he had picked him up.  

When he looked in the back, however, he saw the black leather jacket that the Man, who he 

just now remembered meeting, had been wearing at the diner. He opened the glasses compartment above 

the rearview mirror and black shades fell out and onto the floor of the truck. He was now sure that the 

encounter at the diner actually happened. John also had an unnerving feeling that the Man would be 

coming back any minute.  

Confused and now filled with dread, he opened the glove compartment to look for anything 

that might tell him who the Man was. The only thing he found was a small piece of paper with the make 

and model of the truck. The name and address were scratched out and it was covered in coffee stains.  

John looked in the rearview mirror and his heart dropped. The Man was walking towards the 

car now. He was wearing the same black jeans and white shirt. John could see a gold necklace resting on 

his chest. John locked the doors.  

A few moments later, the Man walked up to the car and smiled at John. He pulled on the 

handle but the car was now locked.  

John, scared, hollered, “Don’t come in here or I’ll call the cops! Get away from me!” 

The Man calmly unlocked the truck with his keys and opened the door.  

John, panicking, opened his door and ran away from the truck. The Man chased after him, then 

froze as John stopped to turn to him. 

“What’re you doing to me? Why did you take me here?” 

The Man calmly walked toward John with his hands up, trying to settle him.  

“Whoa, whoa there boy, I don’t know what you’re talking about.,” the Man said with a 

nervous smile. 

John looked around him in disbelief. The gas station was now fully populated. The 

convenience store was open and people were walking out, looking at him, and recording with their 
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phones. He saw a mother grabbing her daughter and putting her into the car. This activity seemed to him a 

terrifying impossibility. 

“What’d you do to me? Huh? Did you drug me? Did you knock me out and drag me into your 

car?” John had fallen to his knees and was crying loudly.  

“What’s happening to me? What’s happening to me?” John cried out slapping his face with his 

dirty hands. “What’s going on with me?” 

“John, relax and get in the car. Everything’s okay.” The Man walked up to John, pulled up his 

limp frame, and carried him into the car. 

“They didn’t have a bathroom in there so I had to go around and go behind a bush way over 

there,” the Man said, pointing off into the distance. 

John looked toward the gas station. All of the people had now turned their attention away from 

them and had started to go about their own business. He was still in shock from what he was seeing.  

He turned to the Man. “What am I doing in this car?” John asked, now starting to calm down.  

“Boy, don’t you remember? We talked about going down to Oregon together back at that diner 

in Helen.” The Man looked at him, mystified, as if John had completely lost his mind. “We've been 

talking all the way down here. ‘Bout what you’re gonna do in Oregon, who you’re gonna see, why you 

think it’ll help.” The Man paused and waited for an answer. 

John, sharing none of these memories, scratched his head. “How long have we been driving?” 

“Hmm, ‘bout a couple hours now. Give or take. To be honest with you boy, time was really 

flying for me. What you told me back there was interesting! You a crazy sonofabitch!” He let out a 

hearty, startling laugh. 

He turned onto the highway and pressed on the gas. The car lurched forward and John was 

pushed back into his seat. Unable to see any other alternative, he tried to sink into the horror he felt settle 

on him like a thick fog. 

John slowly turned to him. “How did you know my name?” 
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“What do you mean, son?” 

“I never told you my name at the diner, but you called me by my name at the gas station.” John 

began to feel terribly anxious again.  

“Boy, how can you remember what you did or didn’t tell me? You didn’t even remember our 

talk this whole way here.” He let out a laugh, but John noticed a slight twitch in his face. He opened the 

glasses compartment to find his shades, but noticed they weren’t there. 

“Okay, maybe I did tell you my name at the diner, but the last thing I remember was trying to 

call my grandpa on the phone but it wouldn’t work.” 

The Man looked straight ahead as he replied.  

“Look, boy, I don’t know what you thought happened back there but I’ll tell you exactly what 

happened. And to be completely honest with you, it’s getting a bit annoying with you trying to accuse me 

of dragging you out here when I’m really just tryna do you a favor. So maybe you should be thankful 

instead of just tryna attack everyone around ya.” 

John seemed taken aback and bit his lip. 

“Fine, just tell me what happened at the diner.” 

“We were talking about going, then you told me that you were gonna call your gramps to pick 

you up. I told you to sit back down so you could think about it more but you just ignored me and went to 

the phone. The waitress even came back when you were talkin’ and she asked me if you were alright 

since you looked spooked something terrible. Then you came back and said you changed your mind and 

decided to finish what you started. I asked you if you were sure and you kept telling me ‘yeah,’ so we 

finished our drinks and left.” 

“I see,” John replied, trying to recollect his memories from the diner. Everything seemed 

blurry to him now and he couldn’t remember exactly what happened. The pounding in his head had 

returned and made it hard for him to focus on anything. All he wanted to do was lay his head back and 

close his eyes, but just touching the back of his head sent a jolt of pain through his body.  



49 
 

The Man noticed John wincing whenever he touched his head against the headrest. 

“That still hurt from when you passed out and hit your head?” 

John looked at him suspiciously. 

“From when you saw your grandma,” the Man added, noticing John’s glare. 

“Did I tell you about that too on our drive over here?” John said, sighing. “Yeah, I’ve never 

felt anything like it.”  

The Man examined his head and let out a yell. “Whooo buddy! You got a grapefruit in that 

skull boy. We shoulda gotten somethin’ to take back at that station. Or a swig of somethin’ stronger.” 

They continued driving in silence for a while. John looked out the window hoping for scenery 

but there wasn’t much to look at. Just dirt for miles. He looked ahead at the road and they seemed to be 

the only car for as far as he could see. He attempted to turn on the radio but all that played was static. 

“Radio’s broken,” the Man said without looking at him. 

“Yeah, I figured. My grandpa’s was broken too,” he replied cryptically. 

John was having trouble sitting in silence and started to get agitated. He tried to think of 

questions for the Man but couldn’t come up with anything.  

 

“I still don’t know your name,” John said to him, ashamed that they had come this far without knowing 

something so simple. 

The Man smirked without looking at him. “It’s James. Nice to meet ya, boy.” He took his right 

hand off the steering wheel and left it out for John to shake. 

“You know, John, I really think doin’ this will help you out. Kinda like cleanin’ out your 

closet, ya know?” 

John sighed. “Let’s not talk about it.” 
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James shrugged and didn’t reply, but John could tell that he felt uneasy about something. After 

a few minutes, James spoke up. 

“You can’t keep runnin’ from your thoughts, boy. They’ve been eatin’ you up inside. That’s 

probably what’s makin’ you so crazy,” James said with a slight chuckle. “Secrets are bad for the soul,” he 

said, glancing at John. 

“Well, it’s not a secret since you know already.” 

“I don’t mean secrets like that. I mean secrets as in stuff that you don’t wanna come to terms 

with. They’ll eat you up and spit you out all mangled and jaded.” 

He paused before continuing. 

“Although, I don’t think that’s your only problem, John. Yeah, you got secrets, but what’s 

worse is that they came from something. You got a foundational problem, you see? Can’t build a house 

on some flimsy wood. It’ll keep crashin’ no matter how many times you try to build it back up.” 

John struggled to focus on something else, anything else, but there was absolutely nothing. He 

knew that what James was saying was true but he didn’t want to be thinking about it. 

“So yeah John, you can go over to Oregon and try to fix this problem, but you got somethin’ 

deeper to worry about son. Something in your bones that needs fixin’. You gotta fix the foundation. You 

gotta switch out that flimsy wood!” James said this last part with a laugh. 

A few moments passed before James smirked at him and added, “We’re more alike than you 

think, boy.” 

John was unsure what he meant by this but decided not to inquire any further. He closed his 

eyes and fell asleep.  

# 

When he woke again it was still light out. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep, and the 

clock on the truck wasn’t working.  

“Do you know what the time is?” John asked his driver.  
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“Nope,” he replied, rather curtly. 

“Well, how long have I been asleep then?” John asked, starting to get annoyed from James’s 

lack of responsiveness. 

“Don’t know. Couple hours, give or take.” 

“I see. What state are we in now?” 

“We’re in Texas, son. ‘Bout halfway there now.” 

“Texas?” John was in utter disbelief. “There’s no way. If we’ve only been going for a couple 

hours there’s no way we’d be in Texas already.” 

“Well believe it, son.” James pointed at a big sign that read: DALLAS TEXAS - 20 MILES. 

James continued, “I know a few places we can hang out around, then maybe sleep at a motel if 

we feel tired. Then up and at ‘em in the mornin’!” 

John was still in shock about how far they had traveled in the time he’d been asleep. He 

nodded mindlessly at James’s suggestion. John wondered how long he’d really been asleep and why 

James was being so vague whenever he’d ask questions whenever he’d inquire about the logistics of the 

trip. 

The pain in John’s head had subsided by the time they were coming into town, which offered 

him some relief from his litany of concerns. He’d never been to Texas before and was genuinely excited 

to experience something new. 

“Thanks for doing this by the way. I’m really excited about this trip. It’s going to be pretty 

fun,” John turned toward James. His attempt to curb his excitement resulted in choppy and short 

sentences. 

“You’re welcome, boy. Just remember the purpose of this trip.” James' stoic expression 

worried John, but he decided not to let it affect his mood. 

“Well, yeah, obviously the purpose is to get to Oregon, but I’m going to try to have some fun 

on the way there at least. I mean, what’s the harm in that?” 
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“No harm in tryna have some fun, boy. But this trip ain’t gonna be the time to do it. Whatever 

you see, just remember your goal on this trip.” 

John had already tuned him out. He was determined not to let anything come in the way of his 

enjoyment of the night. He’d experienced a rough past couple days (at least he thought it’d been a couple 

of days) and he was ready to make some good memories. This was one of the only times in the recent 

past, after leaving Oregon, when he had felt something akin to excitement. 

His life had been filled with dissolution, resentment, and apathy, but he felt like he had finally 

snapped out of it. 

When they finally drove into the city, it was breathtaking for John. There was nothing 

necessarily spectacular about this city, but John felt invincible being away from home, especially in a new 

town. It had been a while since he had seen a town like this. He rolled down the windows and stuck his 

head out, taking in the fresh air of the city and letting the wind blow back his overgrown hair. He closed 

his eyes and imagined what his life would be like if he felt this everyday. The peace that he was feeling 

was something so different from what he was used to feeling. He wasn’t yearning for anything and he 

wasn’t setting his hopes up for something in the future. He simply was. He wasn’t sure why he felt this 

way but it wasn’t like him to try to ruin something that was obviously good. 

He turned to James and looked at him for a few seconds. He still wasn’t sure who this man was 

but for some reason, now that his suspicions fell into abeyance, he felt drawn to him. Yes, he was terrified 

about some of the thoughts he’d had of James and of who he could be, but there was something about him 

that made him relatable to John.  

They kept driving through the city and John finally found it easy to take in his surroundings.  

“Where are we heading to?” John asked, not really requiring an answer but asking for the sake 

of conversation. 

“To the outskirts of the city. That’s where you really see people in their natural element.” 

James looked at him with a smirk and turned back to look at the street.  
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The sun had now set and the street lamps illuminated the sidewalks so that the people walking 

seemed to vanish into darkness and reappear in the spheres of light. There was no boundary between the 

city and the outskirts, but John was able to tell that they had reached their destination by the increasingly 

faded appearance of the streets and stores.  

He didn’t notice at first but there was a difference in the people from this part of the city as 

well. At first he only noticed it in a few people. It took a while before it finally dawned on him.  

Every single person was grotesquely obese.   

He thought that he had accumulated significant weight in the years in Florida, but looking at 

these people, he simply couldn’t compare. It was difficult for him to tell with the darkened skies, but it 

seemed they all required assistance walking, whether it be a scooter, a walker, or a cane.  

He looked in horror. He couldn’t see one person who was under 500 pounds. He looked down 

at himself in the darkened truck and felt disgusted. It had been a while since he last ate his usual meal so 

he could see a marked difference in his weight, but his belly still spilled over his jeans. 

“Crazy, isn’t it?” James said to John, noticing him staring intently into the streets.  

John was slow to reply. “Yeah I guess. I just don’t know how someone can end up like this 

though.” 

“You’d be surprised,” James replied, looking at John’s stomach and chuckling.  

John became slightly embarrassed and self conscious.  

“It’s not about the weight, boy. I keep tryna tell you that.” 

“Look, whatever, man.” 

“Sure,” James replied, with a hint of pity in his tone. “Let’s stop by one of those saloons that 

they have over here and just try to enjoy the rest of the night.” 

James took John’s silence as acquiescence.  
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“I heard of a restaurant somewhere over here that we should try out.” James seemed a bit 

jumpy but John was in no mood to try and console him, considering the embarrassment he put him 

through earlier.  

After a bit of driving, John was starting to get worried that they were somehow lost but he felt 

at ease once a huge, one-storied building loomed into view. His eyes had now been more accustomed to 

the dark so he was able to make out the shape of the building, but to him it seemed like a normal 

structure; there was nothing immediately spectacular about the exterior of the building.  

“Is this it?” John asked with disappointment in his voice. 

“This is it,” James replied apprehensively. Again, John noted the sullenness in his voice but 

decided not to pursue a line of questioning, hoping James would stop sullying his enjoyment of the city 

with his wary attitude.  

The truck turned into the road leading to the restaurant and John was overcome with a sort of 

depression when he noticed that there were no other cars in that parking lot. Filled with bitter 

disappointment, John visibly sank. 

“Relax, son, let’s just check if it’s open.” 

John was shaking with disappointment as he opened the door of the truck, but immediately the 

aroma of seasoned meat that filled his nostrils soothed him.  

“Smells like it’s open,” James said, glaring at John as he brushed by him. 

John struggled to make sense of the situation. The lights in the restaurant seemed to be turned 

off but there was a strong aroma emanating from within. It was silent except for the sounds of the gravel 

crunching beneath his shoes. He picked up his steps as the idea of stuffing his mouth with this food 

became increasingly attractive. 

“I don’t think anyone’s here,” John noted, hopeful but still saddened over the possibility of the 

restaurant being closed. He always liked being alone in restaurants because he had the full attention of the 

staff working there; it made him feel like a king. 
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When they reached the front door of the restaurant, John noticed that there were no windows 

on the door or on the sides of the building. He found this strange, but all his thoughts vanished once 

James opened the doors. It was something that John had never experienced before.  

The smell that escaped the restaurant rushed at him with ferocity. It seemed to awaken him 

from a sort of slumber that he had indulged himself in; as if he had just risen from a peaceful night’s rest, 

prepared and excited for his day. The restaurant was crowded with people of all ages. He saw enormous 

tables with eight people, although they could easily fit twenty. The room was filled with about thirty of 

these tables. The diner was dark and lit by yellow lights. The same dark wood was used for the walls, 

tables, and chairs. 

He looked around the room and noticed the same thing he had observed about the people on 

the street; every person was obese. It was not only the adults who were fat, it was the children as well. He 

saw babies no older than 3 months who seemed to be four times the size of a regular, healthy infant. Now 

that he could see clearly, he saw that there had to be something seriously wrong with these people. Not 

only were the people extremely large, but the restaurant was accommodating of them; it seemed as if 

every table had large semicircular indentations where the people would sit with a radius of about a foot so 

that their bellies would not get in the way of their eating. Although he felt disgusted by the presence of 

these people, it was immediately overshadowed by the food that they were eating. 

In front of each person was a plate wider than a shoulder’s width. On each plate was the largest 

piece of meat that John had ever laid eyes on. It had a piece of butter on top of it that was slowly melting 

and covering the steak. Next to the steak were about fifteen balls of ground beef and a portion of french 

fries that seemed to be twice the size of a regular portion. John thought everyone was eating the same 

meal, but couldn’t be completely sure. 

There was a sign a few feet in front of the door: “PLEASE SEAT YOURSELF.” 

“I think I see an empty table in that corner,” James noted, walking past John without waiting 

for his response.  

John followed closely behind but couldn’t keep his eyes off of the food at the tables. Once they 

sat at their table, they waited nearly ten minutes for one of the waitresses to come up to them. During this 
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time John was silent, looking intently at everyone eating their food. It wasn’t just the food that was 

mesmerizing him, but the way these people were eating it. The table next to them had a family of four, 

each of them eating the same extremely large, disproportionate meal. The son, who seemed no older than 

15, was devouring his food voraciously. It was unsightly and rather disgusting but John couldn’t take his 

eyes off of him. The other family members were eating in the same manner. Instead of cutting their meat 

with utensils, they were ripping it apart with their hands and stuffing it into their mouths, paying no 

attention to the grease that was dripping down their chins and falling into their laps. Every handful of 

steak was followed by an equally sized handful of french fries.  

This family next to him noticed him looking, and the father spoke up. He had a thick 

Southwestern drawl that strikingly matched his appearance. “Watchu lookin’ at boy! Mind yer own damn 

business!” John kept staring, unable to look away from the sight that was unfolding in front of him. 

While the father was looking at John, the son grabbed a handful of his father’s french fries and 

stuffed them into his mouth. The father looked away from John and towards the boy just in time to see 

him put the fries in his mouth. Slowly, in anger and disbelief, the father’s face turned from a light, pinkish 

red to a dark red. John didn’t know exactly what was happening but he knew that something bad was 

ensuing. The father began to shake violently and the son watched, frozen in position with his mouthful of 

fries. The father pushed his chair back and struggled to get up. During his struggle the son was trying his 

best to move as well but his mother was holding his chair back. The weight of her arm was enough to 

prevent him from moving away. As his father finally got up after a prolonged few seconds of struggle, he 

hobbled towards his son, face red and eyes bulging.  

The father grabbed his son’s face and pulled open his chewing jaws. 

Once the fries fell out of the son’s mouth, the father grabbed them with his hands and shoved 

them into his own mouth. He closed his eyes in pleasure as he chewed his fries, and after swallowing, 

proceeded to walk back to his seat.  

At this point the mother paid no attention to the family struggle and went back to enjoying her 

food, ripping her steak with her hands and stuffing it into her mouth. It was as if nothing had happened. 
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John looked around the restaurant to see if anyone else saw what just happened but everyone was too 

occupied with their own food.  

John was frozen in shock until a waitress came up to his table. She was tall, and looked no 

different from everyone else in the restaurant. She too had a thick accent. 

“What can I get ya to drink?” she asked with a smile.  

John, still in shock, replied, “We’ll just have two Cokes.” 

The waitress looked at him confused. “We?” 

John looked in front of him and noticed that James wasn’t sitting there. Disoriented but not 

wanting to delay the waitress, John fought through puzzlement to reply, “Oh, sorry. Um, a Coke.” 

The waitress, smiling again, asked him, “Would you like a large or extra large?” 

“Uhm, do you guys have anything smaller?” he asked. 

“Nope, hun, just those two. I’ll get you a large then you can upgrade it if you feel like it ain’t 

enough. Would you like to order now too?” 

“Sure,” John said. “I haven’t seen the menu though.” 

The waitress was giggling now as if John had said something ridiculous.  

“Hun, we only got one thing on the menu!” 

John, embarrassed, tried to smile but was unable to because of the events that just took place. 

She stood there for a second then scribbled something down. 

“It’ll be comin’ up soon, hun, sit tight!” 

She walked away before John could say anything and he sat at his table completely 

bewildered. James seemed to have vanished. He figured that he got up to use the bathroom while he was 

staring at the table next to him, and the thought calmed him down a bit.  

After a few minutes, the waitress came back holding a jug of Coke. 
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“Here you go, hun,” she said, placing the behemoth cup onto the table. John looked at it in 

amazement. The waitress noticed his facial expression and placed an abnormally large straw next to the 

jug.  

“This should help out a bit,” she said as she walked back towards the kitchen.  

“Food’ll be out in a minute,” she added, facing away from him.  

John placed his straw inside the jug and took a sip of the coke. Although it tasted like cola, 

there was something different about it that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. After taking another sip, he 

realized just how good it tasted. He kept sipping, unable to stop himself; the drink, whatever it was, was 

too good for him to restrain from drinking. He found himself taking out the straw and holding the jug 

with both hands, gulping down the drink faster than he could swallow. Halfway through with his drink, 

with almost half of it poured across his lap, he realized what he was doing and put it down. He looked 

around him to see if anyone saw, but again, they seemed too engaged with their own food.  

The waitress came back with the abnormally large plate, took a look at the jug, and smiled at 

John. 

“I’ll get you an extra large, hun. Don’t be shy, just ask!” She continued to smile as she walked 

back toward the kitchen.  

John was shocked at what he had just caught himself doing, but the only thing he could think 

of was pouring the rest of his drink down his throat. He felt ashamed as he grabbed his jug, but the 

hesitation quickly faded at the taste of the sweet elixir. As it went down his throat, he felt pure joy. He 

was unsure of whether this satisfaction was due to the drink tasting so good or because of how long it had 

been since he’d been able to eat. Regardless, he finished the rest of his jug with three large gulps and 

slammed it down on the table, smiling proudly to himself.  

He was happy that James hadn’t been here to see that. 

Taking his attention away from the drink and turning it towards his plate, he noticed that there 

weren’t any utensils. He tried to look for the waitress but she was somewhere in the kitchen, out of sight. 

John stared at his plate, tempted to use his hands to rip away the meat just as he’d seen everyone else do 
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it. As soon as he was about to, the waitress reappeared, holding the extra large jug of Coke. She placed it 

onto the table and some splashed out. John was tempted to drink what had spilled out, but he restrained 

himself because the waitress was still peering over him. 

“Anything else, hun?” she asked mildly. 

“Uhm, yes, actually. Can you bring some utensils? I don’t think any were brought to this 

table.” 

The waitress looked at him strangely but she turned away without saying anything. She came 

back a few moments later with a plastic knife and fork, dropped them on the table, and walked away 

without saying a word.  

John, wondering if he had said anything rude, tried to regain the attention of the waitress but 

the food in front of him diverted his attention. He grabbed the utensils and attempted to cut a piece of his 

meat with it, but the meat was too tough for the flimsy knife, which bent each time he attempted to saw 

his steak. After a few more attempts, he decided to forgo his utensils and instead grabbed the meat with 

his hands, put it up to his mouth, and tore a piece of it away with his teeth.  

The taste of the steak was beyond his comprehension. John was in disbelief that something 

could taste so extravagantly delicious and he put it up to his mouth again before he could swallow his first 

bite. As he did this, grease fell onto his shirt and lap but he was so enveloped in the taste of the food that 

he paid it no mind. The butter on the steak melted so that it covered the entire expanse of the meat. The 

aroma emanating from the steak was so captivating that it seemed to keep him in a sort of trance. Nothing 

else mattered except tasting this food. He grabbed a few of the meat balls and shoved them in his mouth 

as he rolled his eyes back, thinking that the food was almost as pleasurable as sex. Although his mouth 

was utterly full, he grabbed a handful of french fries and tried to stuff them in as well, prompting himself 

to gag. He waited until he had swallowed some of his food to put the fries in his mouth, and he was 

delighted by the fact that it tasted even better than he had thought it would.  

After a few cycles of stuffing his face, drinking, and swallowing it all down, John put the last 

of the food into his mouth and sat back in complete satisfaction. His stomach had bloated to twice the size 
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it was before he ate, but he felt completely at ease. He realized how beneficial those semicircular 

indentations in the table were, and mentally thanked whoever was smart enough to make them.  

John didn’t know how long it’d been since he came into the restaurant so he tried to look 

around the room for a clock, but couldn’t find one anywhere. He sat there for a minute before realizing 

that James still hadn’t come back from the restroom. He tried to get up to go look but struggled because 

of all the food he had consumed.  

The waitress came back and smiled when she saw the empty plate.  

“So, did you like it, hun?” she asked, still smiling. 

John smiled back but was too tired to reply.  

“I’ll take that as a yes,” she said, giggling. “Seconds? Everything's bigger in Texas, ya know?” 

John felt completely stuffed but the idea of tasting that food again seemed to empty a big 

portion of his stomach.  

“Yes!” he replied immediately, yearning for the taste of that food again. “Absolutely, and 

another Coke please.” 

Before the waitress could say anything else he added, “Extra large” and smiled. 

She smiled back and began to head over to the kitchen. With the prospect of more food, John 

finally had a newfound energy that allowed him to get up and check the restroom for James. He struggled 

to get up but managed to haul himself off of his chair, and attempted to push it in as he walked away. He 

looked around to see if there were any signs for a restroom and saw a small hallway northwest of where 

he was currently standing. He attempted to walk but he felt too tired from everything he’d just consumed. 

As he made his way towards what he believed to be the restroom, everyone in the room 

stopped eating and looked at him. John was too preoccupied with the thought of the food he was about to 

enjoy again to notice that the room had turned completely silent and everyone was now up out of their 

chairs staring at him.  
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John peered into the hallway but it was too dark to see very far. He saw a sign on his left that 

had the male icon, and figuring that it was the bathroom, began to walk toward it. He heard a muffled 

scream that seemed to be coming behind the wall opposite of where he was standing. He heard it again 

and determined that it was coming from behind the door that he was standing immediately in front of. He 

attempted to peer inside but it was too dark to see, so after opening the door as quietly as he could, he felt 

on the wall for a light switch. He finally found it and flicked it on. John almost fainted from what he 

witnessed. 

In the small corridor leading to the restrooms there was also a door to the restaurant's kitchen. 

It swung open and John saw what looked like a young woman laid on a table, impassive, slack, and an 

aproned man rubbed what appeared to be butter over her glistening skin. John froze and felt bile well in 

his throat. Another man stepped out of the door, peered dead into his fear-stricken eyes, and offered a 

folksy non-apology: "We're awful hungry." 

This unlikely sous chef stepped back in the kitchen and shut the door. John thought he heard a 

lock snap shut. 

John, about to faint, managed to finally move his legs and walked back towards the dining 

room, not bothering to check the bathroom for James. As he made his way back into the main room, he 

saw everyone still standing, staring straight at him as he struggled to maintain his composure. His terror 

building by the silence enveloping him, he decided to try to leave through the front door but one of the 

customers was guarding it. The only sound in the entire restaurant was his hyperventilation. He turned 

around to go back into the hallway, deciding that there must be an exit somewhere at the end of the hall. 

As he struggled to walk through, he turned to see all the others in the restaurant slowly walking towards 

the hallway. He saw a corridor to his left and an exit sign at the very end. He exerted all the energy he had 

into running as hard as he could towards it, feeling as if there were people at his heels.  

He reached the door, pushed against it with all his weight, and fell onto the dirt floor. He shut 

the door immediately and as he looked up, he saw James’s truck driving up to him. James slowly rolled 

down his window and smirked at John. 

“Well don’t just stand there, boy. Get in.” 
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John, petrified  and wanting to get as far away from this place as possible, ran into the truck. 

James drove away as soon as the door closed and pulled onto the road. John looked back at the restaurant 

and the parking lot and noticed no cars. Too overwhelmed to even ask questions, he slumped back in the 

passenger seat and closed his eyes, holding his head with both hands, attempting to make sense of what 

he witnessed. 

When he opened his eyes again, it was light out and they seemed to be traveling on the same 

road.  

“Why so shooken up, partner?” James asked. “What happened?” 

“What happened? They’re cannibals, James. Fucking cannibals! I went to the bathroom to try 

and check on you and I saw them eating a girl! It was like a horror flick!” John was sobbing 

uncontrollably, unable to compose himself. He started pulling frenziedly at his own face, trying to blot 

out the images seared into his memory. 

“John, stop doing that. Stop!” He held one of John’s hands and pinned it to his leg. “You’re 

gonna hurt yourself.” 

“James, you don't understand. They were eating her! The chef was rubbing butter over her.” 

“John, I don’t know what restaurant you’re talking about.” James was starting to get impatient 

with him.  

“The restaurant. The restaurant in Dallas. The one in the outskirts. Where you said people 

could be themselves. Holy fuck.” John could tell that none of this was resonating with James though. 

John grabbed him by the collar of his leather jacket. “The restaurant, James! The one in Dallas! You were 

there with me and you left! You were there!” 

James pulled over to the side of the road after almost momentarily losing control of his truck. 

He put the vehicle into park and took John’s hands off of him, throwing them back to him. 

“Shit, son.You tryna kill us?” 
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After a silence like a desert, The Man tried to mollify his crazed passenger. “John, I don’t 

know what you think you saw last night, but we haven’t stopped drivin’ since we left the gas station. But 

your bad little dreams are gonna get us killed.” 

James pulled the truck back onto the main road.  
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Chapter 8 

 

As soon as John pressed his mother’s contact name, it rang for a few seconds before going to 

the dial tone. 

“We’re sorry, the number you are trying to reach is disconnected or is no longer in service.” 

John looked at his phone strangely. He could clearly see that there were at least 8 messages 

left from his mom. He called his dad to see if there was anything that his mom needed. Just as he was 

about to press the call button, the elevator opened and two girls that John recognized from school walked 

out. John put his phone away as they approached him. 

“Hey, John,” one of the girls said to him. “It’s been a while.” 

It was Beth, a girl that he was friends with during freshman year and had hooked up with after 

a party. He had told her he’d take her out but never got around to it. He tried to keep her conveniently 

close to him but she was the commitment type and really only wanted a relationship from John.  

She was wearing a short white jean skirt and had Converse sneakers on and a yellow blouse 

that hugged her breasts. Her friend, who John had never met before, was also wearing a yellow blouse, 

but had on black skinny jeans and heels. Beth had a prettier face but this other girl’s body was much 

curvier. 

“Who’s your friend?” John asked with a charming smile. He stretched out his hand. 

Beth scoffed but her friend shook his hand and coyly smiled. 

“Stephanie,” she said, looking down. 

“Stephanie. It’s nice to meet you.” 

“Wish I could talk more but I gotta get some stuff finished.” 

Before they could say goodbye, he pressed the close door button then pressed the one for his 

floor. As the elevator started to rise, he began to brace himself for the nausea he was about to experience 

from the smell of his floor. He forgot to talk to the landlord about the stench and made a mental note to 
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do it before the next time he left his apartment. Covering his mouth and nose with his shirt, he jogged to 

his apartment. The smell began to leak through the bottom of his shirt, and he began to gag as he inhaled 

it. He fumbled for his keys and by the time he finally opened the door his eyes were profusely watering 

from his coughing fit. 

As he shut the door to his apartment, he finally took in a deep breath of pure, 

unadulterated  air. Exhausted, he sat on his couch and took out his phone. He saw two missed messages 

from his mom but didn’t even bother to call her. Instead he called his dad. 

As the phone was ringing, he got up to get himself a can of diet soda from the fridge. His dad 

picked up as he opened the soda can. 

“Dr. Andrews.” 

“Hey Dad, it’s me. Are you busy right now?” 

John’s father sounded annoyed. “Actually, yes, son. Is this urgent? I’m about to go see a 

patient.” 

“Not really, I was just going to ask if mom was alright.” 

There was a pause on the other end of the line.  

“What do you mean?” John sensed worry. 

“No, don’t worry dad, I think she’s fine. She’s just been leaving me some messages and I was 

calling to make sure she’s okay. I thought maybe you knew why she was calling.” 

“John, I don’t have time for this. What are you actually calling about?” 

John began to laugh. “I’m telling you dad, she’s been calling me all day. I keep seeing missed 

calls on my phone but when I tried calling her the line was disconnected. Maybe she turned her phone off 

or something.” 

There was another long pause from his father, then. “John, give me a sec.” 
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John could hear his father on the other end talking to a nurse. “Jeanie, I’m going to need you 

to cancel my appointments today. Yes, all of them.” The nurse replied back to his father, then heard his 

father sigh. “Yes, I know they’re important but something’s come up.” 

“Dad, is everything alright?” 

“Yes John, everything’s going to be fine. I need you to listen to me very carefully. You need to 

come home. Now. Stop whatever you’re doing and please come home. I’m leaving the clinic now and I’ll 

meet you there.” 

John started to laugh. “Dad, are you being serious? What’s the problem? I don’t understand.” 

“John, please, you need to come home now. I’ll explain everything once you get here.” 

Anxiety shot through John. “Okay, sure, Dad. I’ll be there in a few hours.” 

On a time constraint now, he still wanted to see if Sarah could meet up with him before he had 

to head home. He opened his messages app and proceeded to text Sarah. 

“Hey, you busy right now?” 

She replied almost immediately. “We JUST saw each other. Miss me already? ;)” 

“Let’s get some food right now.” 

“Now, now?” 

“Yes, Sarah. Now, now. I have to go home soon and I figured we could hang out before I 

leave.” 

“But it’s the middle of the week. Don’t you have class tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, but my dad needs me home for some reason.” 

She didn’t reply immediately, so John texted again. 

“Let’s meet at the coffee place on the corner of my street?” 

“Sure. I can be there in 5 minutes.” 
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“Cool, see you then.”  

John went into his room to gather everything he would need for a trip home but decided he 

only needed to bring his backpack. He chugged the rest of his soda, attempted to throw it into the trash, 

but it hit the rim and landed onto the floor. Deciding that he was in a hurry, he left it on the floor and 

headed into the hallway.  

Immediately the stench hit him in the face and it burned his nostrils. Covering his face, he ran 

to the elevator and repeatedly pressed the down button. He waited for a few seconds and decided to use 

the stairs instead since the smell was unbearable. He checked his phone for the time and noted that it had 

been two minutes since he left his apartment. He mentally calculated how long it would take him to get to 

the coffee store and figured that he’d get there about two minutes after Sarah said she’d arrive.  

When he finally arrived at the store, he peered into the glass and noticed that Sarah wasn’t 

inside. Confused, he went in and took another look. She wasn’t there. Embarrassed and defeated, he 

decided to sit down and wait for her. He took out his phone to text her but as soon as he took it out, he 

heard someone yell “Boo!” behind him. 

A few of the shop’s patrons  turned to look at them, more annoyed than interested in their 

activity. Since John didn’t flinch, he laughed at the idea that Sarah thought she could scare him. Her face 

started to turn red as everyone finally began to turn away from them. 

“Always trying to make a scene, aren’t you. First in class, now in this coffee shop.” He smiled 

at her while saying this. 

Instead of replying directly to this, she asked, “Do you want me to get you anything?” 

John replied, “Wow, chivalry really isn’t dead” while bringing his hand up to his heart as if 

he was touched. This made her laugh. 

“No, I’m okay. Thank you, though.” 

“Okay. I’m going to go order something really quickly then.” 
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He watched her get up to wait in line and couldn’t help but stare at her features as she walked 

away.  

Once she finished ordering, she returned to the table. By this point, John had turned away and 

took out his phone to figure out how long it would take him to get home. Since there was traffic right now, 

it would take about 1 hour 15 minutes. He chuckled at the idea that his dad thought he could get home in 

an hour. Sarah saw what he was doing on his phone and became curious. 

“So, why do you have to go home in the middle of the week?” 

“I’m not sure, actually. My dad wouldn’t tell me on the phone. All he said was that I needed to 

go home as soon as possible. So, obviously, I decided to hang out with you instead.” The smile that he 

added at the end made her reflexively smile back. 

“Well, John, I feel bad. Maybe it’s important. I don’t want to get you in trouble.” 

“Oh trust me, you won’t.” 

She paused and began to blush. “So, you have no idea why he wants you to go home? No idea 

at all?” She crossed her legs and this got John extremely aroused. All he could think about was having 

sex with her but he couldn’t do anything here, which annoyed him beyond belief.  

“No Sarah, I really don’t. Anyways --” 

He was cut off by the barista yelling out Sarah’s name followed by her drink. 

“Hold that thought,” she said, as she put a finger onto John’s lips.  

When she came back she began, “So, you were saying?” 

He laughed. “Nothing really. Just wanted to ask you some questions. Maybe get to know you a 

little bit better.” 

Sarah smiled. “Ok, shoot.” 

“Any significant life changes recently?” 
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“Life changes?” she asked with a laugh. “Hmm.” She looked deep in thought. After she took a 

sip of her drink she began. 

“Well, I’m a vegetarian now. I try to recycle as much as possible, I go to church every 

weekend…” She paused, looked at John and started laughing.  

“No John, no significant life changes recently. Anyways, I’ve always been under the 

impression that you can’t really change who you are. The most you can do is change who you think you 

are. But even that’s tricky since some people never truly realize who they are.” 

John stared at her and began to realize that it was a mistake to come here. He wasn’t sure 

what he was going to get out of this encounter and decided that he had to go. 

After staring at her for a few moments, John abruptly pushed his seat back and got up. 

“I have to go.” 

She looked at him confusingly. 

“Did I say something wrong?” 

John didn’t look back as he walked out. He felt this impending urge that seemed to emerge out 

of nowhere to get as far away from this situation as possible. It didn’t feel like nervousness, but he 

couldn’t quite identify this novel feeling. 

When he was a few feet away from the coffee shop, he felt someone grab him by the arm and 

turn him around. Before he could realize what was happening, Sarah brought her lips to his and began to 

kiss him. While he appreciated the gesture and would usually never turn away a kiss from a woman, 

especially a beautiful one like Sarah, he was repulsed by the situation and pushed her off. She stood there 

helpless and alone, longingly looking at him as he walked back to the garage of his apartment complex to 

get his car. 

He turned the corner and walked into the lobby of his apartment complex, then turned into a 

corridor that led into the underground garage. He checked his pockets for his keys and breathed a sigh of 

relief as he felt his keys in his back pockets. He dreaded the thought of having to walk all the way back up 
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to his apartment. As he pressed the alarm to unlock his car, he also took out his phone to check if there 

were any messages from his dad. 

He only saw a missed call from his mom. 

He got in his car and pulled out of the garage, on his way to his home. An hour and twenty 

minutes after he told his dad he was going to leave, he began to receive calls from his dad. Unlike the 

calls from his mom, he felt these calls vibrate in his pocket.  

“Hello?” 

“John, you were supposed to be home 15 minutes ago. Please tell me you’re okay.” 

“Dad, you’re acting crazy. Why wouldn’t I be? I just got caught up in traffic.” 

“How long until you’re home?” 

“About fifteen minutes Dad.” He lied, since he knew it would take him at least thirty more 

minutes to reach home.  

“Okay, drive safe,” his father said before hanging up.  

John thought these past few encounters with his dad were remarkably odd. He tried to think 

back to the last time that he even talked to his dad, but couldn’t quite remember when that was; his 

memory felt hazy. It was as if whenever he attempted to think back to something he faced only fog. 

Although it made him feel broken, defective,  he shook it off and turned on his music to drown out his 

thoughts. 

When John finally reached his neighborhood, he forgot that there was a gate he had to drive 

past to get to his house. Usually, he had a remote that would automatically open the gate as he drove 

near, but looking around his car, he realized that he must have left it at back at his apartment at school. 

He stood in front of the keypad trying to remember the code, but it wouldn’t come to mind. After a few 

minutes of this, he decided to call his dad to ask him, but a car drove up behind him and opened the gate 

first. He waved at the car to say ‘thank you’ and proceeded to drive inside. 
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When he finally reached his house, he saw his father’s car sitting in the driveway. He knew he 

was going to hear an earful for being late, so he braced himself. Carrying his backpack outside of the 

car, he slammed his door shut and walked up to the front door. He held his key up to the lock but realized 

that the door was ajar. Hesitantly he opened it and slowly walked inside. 

“Hello?” John said nervously.  

He heard no reply so he decided to inspect the living room. It was a large room with walls 

lined with couchest. At one end was an enormous TV that he didn’t quite remember being there. It was 

turned on but the sound was muted, so he only saw a newscaster interviewing someone in a school. The 

headline was about a teacher who groped one of his students and was now on the road, trying to escape 

shame and punishment.  

He saw his dad sitting in a seat at the kitchen table just outside of the living room. He had his 

head in his hands and he looked at John as soon as he walked in. John could see that his eyes were red as 

if his father had been crying for some time. He immediately realized that something must be terribly 

wrong. 

“Dad?” 

His father looked at him with pity in his eyes. “Sit down, please.” 

“What’s wrong with mom?” 

He paused, then looked away from his son.  

“John, tell me again what you told me on the phone?” 

“What do you mean?” 

The frazzled doctor rubbed his eyes. John could obviously tell that this conversation was 

paining him. 

“John, please. Just tell me what you told me on the phone.” 

“Okay, sure dad.” He hesitated. “Mom’s been calling me but she’s not answering her phone. 

She’s done this before Dad, it’s no reason to start getting worried about it.” 
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“John--,” his father hesitated before deciding to continue, “your mother’s been dead for 

years.” 

John let out a nervous chuckle and expected his dad to start laughing like this was some type 

of bizarre joke but the sadness in his eyes tells him that it was real. 

“Wha--What are you talking about? How is she calling me then? Dad, are you okay?” 

“John, I don’t know how else to tell you this except that she’s gone.” 

John began to get up, thinking that his father might need some help.  

“Let me see your phone John,” he said calmly, pinching his eyes. 

“Here, Dad,” he said, handing it over. 

After scrolling through his call list, John’s father tossed the phone onto the table.  

“John, your mother hasn’t been calling you.” 

John stuttered while picking up the phone from the table, “No Dad, look its right---” 

Sarah. Spam callers. The school library. Nothing from his mother.  

“No, dad, I promise they were right here. I saw them, I swear.” He scrolled maniacally 

through his phone, feeling as if he was losing his mind. He knew they were there. He saw them. He saw 

the missed calls from his mom.  

“John, sit down.” His father wasn’t looking at him now. Instead he was staring straight down 

at the table. 

“John, do you know how your mother passed?” His voice was trembling now as he was trying 

to control himself from crying.  

“She’s not dead. I spoke to her the other week. The last time I came here we had dinner 

together.” 

“John, you haven’t been home in over 3 months.”  
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He couldn’t believe what he’s hearing.  

“So, what? I’ve been imagining stuff? Do you think I’m crazy, dad? I remember being here. 

Stop making me look like a fool!” 

“John, do you know how your mother died?” He asked again, firmly now, staring him directly 

in the eyes. 

His father took John’s silence as an answer. 

“I brought her to one of my psychiatrist friends and he prescribed her some medication. John, 

they stripped her of everything. After a few weeks, I couldn’t recognize her anymore.” 

He began to sob uncontrollably. John was frozen in fear. He wanted to run away and not listen 

to any of this but he couldn’t move, could hardly blink. 

“I made her stop taking them. I wanted my wife back so I made her stop taking the medication. 

A few days later I found her in the bathtub. 

His father had his head on the table, sobbing. John could see his back heaving but the sound 

started to get tuned out by a buzzing noise. Memories started to flood into John’s mind. He saw the 

images of his mom floating in the bathtub, pale, floating in a pool of bright red water. He remembered all 

the lonely dinners he had at home while his father was at work. His eyes were opened to reality. 

Pale with shock, John attempted to get up but had trouble moving his feet. His father grabbed 

John’s hands and looked intently into his eyes. 

“John, everything is going to be okay. Listen closely, this is what I need you to do.” 

John tried to focus his attention on his dad, but his vision started to fade. 

“John, I need you to drive up to your apartment and get everything that you feel is important 

to you. I’m gonna book you a flight in the morning to go live with your grandparents in Florida. Don’t 

worry about school for now, I’ll handle the paperwork for that. But you need somebody to be with you at 

all times and I just can’t do that for you here.” 

John was struggling to keep up so his dad slowed down. 
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“Okay, all I need you to do is drive back to your apartment and get whatever you think you’ll 

need for a few months. They’ll understand. I need you to be back tonight John. I took tomorrow off so I 

can drop you off at the airport.” 

John didn’t move so his father continued. 

“Son, I need you to go now. Go get your clothes.” His father had a gentleness in his voice that 

seemed to awaken John from his stupor. Without saying a word, John got up to leave.  

“John?”  

He turned around to look at his father. “I love you,” his father told him, unconvincingly. 

Dumbstruck, John turned back and walked out of the front door. It was not until he was inside 

his car that he realized he forgot his backpack inside. Figuring that he didn’t need it, he started his car 

and drove off. 

# 

The traffic on the road towards his apartment wasn’t as bad as it was in the other direction. 

He checked his phone to see how long it would take him to arrive: 45 minutes. 

He attempted to fight the urge to think about everything that his dad had just told him, but he 

was unsuccessful. Images of his mother, blood dripping from her fingers, began to seep into his mind. He 

saw himself as a little boy, around 5 years old, looking straight into his mother's eyes, his face stoic. He 

saw the razor on the floor beside the tub. Her eyes, lifeless and devoid of color, stared straight at him. He 

veered on the road, attempting to stabilize his mind which was causing his body to tremor.  

How could he imagine that he had lived with his mom all this time? It’d been more than 15 

years without her and he felt like she had been with him all of this time. He tried to think back to 

everything his dad told him in the kitchen but he was struggling to keep everything straight. 

“Why am I going to Florida?” he asked himself, finally remembering why he was even driving 

to his apartment again. 
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He tried to replay the scene in his mind. “Does he think I’m crazy? That must be it. He thinks 

I’m like her.” 

Immediately, he thought of Sarah. 

“Did I imagine that too?”  

In the midst of driving, he pulled out his phone and saw her contact. Immediately he was 

relieved and it made him feel a bit more sane. He called, not yet sure what he was going to tell her. 

“Hello?” she asked as she answered the phone. 

“It’s me, Sarah.” 

“John, what happened back there?” 

“I don’t want to get into it. Just some stuff with my dad.” 

Sarah sounded confused on the other line. “John, I’m talking about the coffee shop. Why did 

you just leave like that?” 

This helped him jog his memory and he tried to think back for his reason for leaving. 

“Sarah, honestly I don’t know. Look, I just really need someone right now. Do you want to 

come over in a bit? I’m driving back to my apartment.” 

She hesitated. “John, why don’t you come over to my place instead. I was about to leave with 

my roommates to go study, but I’ll just wait here for you.” 

John felt better at this.  

“Okay, thanks, Sarah.” 

“Of course, John. I’ll send you my address in a bit.” 

He hung up the phone and tried to formulate a plan in his head.  

“Okay, I’ll stop by my apartment and grab whatever I need, then I’ll go over to Sarah’s and 

stay for a little.” 
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He thought it over again. What did he actually need there?  

He decided to go straight to her apartment, possibly even spend the night, then head home in 

the morning. He wanted to stay as far away from his father as possible, at least until the next morning.  

His phone chimed and he received a message from Sarah with her address. He put it into his 

phone and it told him that he was 5 minutes away. He texted Sarah his arrival time and he followed the 

directions. 

Once he arrived on the street where her complex sat, he noted that it was just across the street 

from his own apartment complex. It made him wonder why she took so long to walk over to the coffee 

shop, but dismissed the thought. He turned into the parking lot and saw a guest parking spot just ahead of 

him. He quickly drove into it, not looking to see if there were any cars driving towards him. Just as he 

headed into the spot, a car sped by honking at him. The car stayed behind him, honking, but he crouched 

down in his seat waiting for it to leave. After a few seconds of this, the driver decided to drive away and 

John got out of his car.  

He took out his phone to text Sarah.  

“Hey, I’m here.” 

A few seconds later he received a text. 

“Great! Just go into the elevator and take it up to the 3rd floor. I’ll be waiting outside my door 

for you.” 

He walked into the door of the complex and the car that was just honking at him sped back 

towards him. John got inside before the driver could have a good look at him. He wondered why this guy 

was so fixated on him but decided to ignore it and just focus on Sarah. 

He pressed the button for the elevator and it immediately opened, empty. He stepped inside 

and pressed the button for the third floor. The elevator began to rise and he braced himself as it slowed, 

expecting the putrid odor that always emerged from his floor. Once it opened, he was calmed by the 

neutral smell and felt delighted that he wouldn’t have to go back to his apartment for a while.  
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He peered into the hallway and saw Sarah standing by her door. She’d changed into black, 

tight shorts and was wearing a crop top that barely reached her belly button. She was at the end of a very 

straight, narrow hallway that didn’t seem to have any corridors. As he stepped out of the elevator, he 

noticed a flickering light just outside the elevator. Out of habit, he made a mental note to tell Sarah to ask 

someone to fix it later.  

As he neared Sarah, he expected to find her roommates home but instead heard nothing 

coming from her apartment. 

 

“Well, well, well,” she said smiling at him, standing in front of the doorway. “Look who always comes 

back.” 

John threw his hands up helplessly and smiled back.  

“Guilty,” he said as he hugged her. He noticed that her embrace was much more natural this 

time and she squeezed him as he tried to let go. 

She grabbed his hand and led him into the living room. It was the same layout as his 

apartment but there was obviously different furniture. He noted to himself that he preferred his apartment 

because it was better furnished than hers.  

“So, can  you tell me why you left now?” she began, as she pulled him by his arm down to the 

couch, trying to make him sit. He acquiesced to her demands and sat back. 

Instead of answering her question, John went straight to kissing her. He kissed her forcefully, 

fueled by his pent up emotion. She kissed back for a few seconds then playfully pushed him off of her.  

“John!” she said smiling. “I just want to talk, okay?” Her words weren’t enough to even 

convince herself. Her flustered face betrayed her sexual interest in him. 

John was annoyed but tried to hide it.  

“Okay, okay, fine,” he said, laughing. He brushed his hair back with his hands and slouched 

on the couch. 
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“What do you want to know?” he continued. 

“Well first, I want to know why you just walked away like that at the coffee shop? I mean, it 

was kind of embarrassing for me, John.” 

He didn’t know how to answer her, purely because he himself didn’t know why he walked 

away, but he tried to come up with an answer that he knew she’d want to hear. 

He looked at her solemnly and answered back. “Honestly, Sarah. I’m just a bit scared that 

you’ll make me vulnerable.” 

He regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth, and Sarah looked at him confusedly, 

then smiled slowly. He mentally slapped himself, but tried to act as if it was the truth. 

“Well, that’s sweet, I guess.” She said this like a question. “But why do you think I would 

make you vulnerable?” 

He looked at her legs that were now crossed and gulped hard. He undressed her with his eyes 

and felt blood rush into his groin. He slowly moved his eyes up to her breasts. She snapped her fingers as 

she noticed.  

“What was the question again?” 

Sarah sighed and playfully rolled her eyes. Pushing him on the shoulder, she asked the 

question again. 

“Well, I don’t know, Sarah, I guess you really just bring out my true nature. I can really be 

myself in front of you.”  

He lied but he also knew that girls loved hearing that they have this ability. Sarah smiled 

sheepishly and John felt satisfied with himself now that he knew the rest would be easy. He moved in to 

try and kiss her. She kissed him back for a moment, but then pushed him away again.  

“I still want to talk, John. Not yet!” she said teasingly but more firmly than before. 

“Now, tell me why you had to go home.” 
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John threw his head back and groaned.  

“Sarah, I really don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Just tell me, please. I want to know.” She inched closer to him. John could feel her staring at 

him. 

He looked at her and continued. 

“I have to leave here tomorrow. I’m going to live with my grandparents in Florida.” 

Shocked, Sarah moved closer and put her hand on his shoulder. 

“What? What do you mean you’re moving?” 

“I’m going on a plane and it’s going to take me to Florida.” 

“When?” she asked incredulously. 

“I just told you Sarah, tomorrow!” 

He leaned in to kiss her. They kissed for a few seconds before Sarah’s curiosity got the best of 

her, again. 

“Wait, why do you have to leave? I’m confused.” 

John took out his phone to check the time. 

“What time are your roommates getting back?” John asked her. 

She took out her phone to check the time herself. “Maybe about an hour. They don’t really 

study for that long.” She laughed. 

“Why do you have to leave, John? I’m sad that you have to go!” 

“I don’t really want to get into it, Sarah.”  

Sarah looked deep in thought for a moment, then took out a scrap of paper from the backpack 

sitting next to her sofa. She scribbled something down and put the paper on the table in front of John. 
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“Well, come visit me if you ever come back then, okay?” 

John briefly glanced at what was written and put it into his pant pocket. 

They sat in silence until Sarah finally asked again, “John, why can’t you just tell me?” 

John paused, then decided to tell her. He told her everything. From seeing the messages from 

his mom, to his dad telling him what happened with his mother. 

“You’ve been seeing messages from your mom?” 

He sighed and rested his head on his hands. “Yes, Sarah. That’s why I have to go home.” 

“But...but, how did your mom die?” 

“She killed herself. She was suffering from schizophrenia.” 

“And you’ve been seeing messages from your mom?” 

“Yeah, it sounds crazy, I know. Just forget I told you anything.” He leaned in to try and kiss 

her again but she pulled away. A storm rolled in behind her eyes, shrouding John from contact with her.   

“John, I’m not really feeling too well. And I think my roommates will be home soon, so I think 

you should go.” John noticed that her eyes kept darting back and forth between him and the door. 

He attempted to lean in again to kiss her, but she leaned back and pushed him off of her. 

“John, you need to go. Now. Please. My roommates will be back any minute.” 

She pulled out her phone and began frantically dialing a number. 

“Sarah, what’s going on? Why’re you freaking out?” 

“John just get out of here before I call the cops. I swear I’ll do it!” 

John tried his best to keep it cool, so he got up smiling and put his hands in the air, as if to say 

“everything’s all right.” 

Each step he took towards her, Sarah took a step back. She showed him the phone with the number 

dialed.  
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“Sarah, you’re acting crazy. Just put the phone down.” 

“John, I’m calling if you take another step.” 

John paused for an instant to think. The past few weeks his only desire was to have sex with 

Sarah. He thought that maybe if he could take the phone from her, he could calm her down and sex would 

still be a possibility. In an instant, John leaped towards the phone, trying his best to quickly and 

effortlessly snatch it from her grip. But, she reacted so violently to his movement that she tripped over her 

backpack. John saw the scene unfold in slow motion. His eyes calculated the distance from her head to 

the small table sitting beside the sofa. He watched in horror as the entire weight of her body concentrated 

to a small area of her neck; he saw her entire body go limp.  

“Sarah!” He knelt beside her and shook her. Her eyes were able to move but she stayed silent, 

along with her body. John took a step back and looked at her, horrified.  

“Oh god, oh god, oh god. This can’t be real.” He slapped himself, expecting to unsee the 

disaster that was in front of him. He tried to think of the things that might incriminate him. He took her 

phone, deleted all the messages between them, deleted his contact, and deleted the phone call record that 

they had together. He then used his shirt to wipe everything that he might have touched and even wiped 

things that he was sure he didn’t touch. Just as he was about to leave, he heard Sarah gurgling.  

Before walking out the door, he peered into the hallway to make sure that no one was there. 

He took out his phone to delete the messages that he had with Sarah and hurriedly walked toward the 

elevators. He pressed the down button on the elevator to take him down to the lobby. The doors opened 

and he walked inside, peering into the hallway to make sure that no one came out because of the 

commotion. As the elevator doors closed, he noticed that the light in front of the elevators had stopped 

flickering. 
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Chapter 9 

 

John awoke to the feeling of James pushing him and yelling excitedly. John was slow to open 

his eyes and he was unsure what James was so excited about. 

“What?” John shouted angrily, annoyed that James had woken him up. 

“We’re here, son!” James yelled back at him, with what might have seemed like an over-

caffeinated flare in his eyes.  

“Where?”  

John was confused. The last time he was awake, they had just left Texas. Since he felt like 

he’d only been sleeping for a few hours, he figured they were somewhere near the edge of Texas now, 

barely leaving the state. 

“What do you mean ‘where’? Oregon, boy. We finally made it.” His smile was so large that it 

began to worry John. 

“There’s no way. We just left Texas a few hours ago.” 

“See for yourself, son,” James replied with a shrug and pointing to one of the highway signs: 

PORTLAND, 15 MILES.  

John had to take a second look and was shocked at what he saw.  

“What the hell is going on. How did we get here so fast? Have you even slept--?” John was 

talking so hurriedly that James had to cut him off. 

“Boy, you were out like a light! You really do have the gift of sleep though, I’ll give you that.” 

He winked at John, annoying him. 

John decided to stop asking questions, but James’ nature remained enigmatic.. How was it that 

he looked as if he just left his house, despite being on the road for days? John pulled down the visor to 

look at himself in the mirror and was shocked at how dirty and disheveled he was. His face had streaks of 

dirt, his hair looked like a nest, his teeth were stained yellow and he didn’t even attempt to smell his own 
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breath. Looking down at his clothes, he saw a huge stain on his pants that had now calcified, his shirt had 

grease stains and his shoes were all torn up. James, on the other hand, looked immaculate. He had on his 

black shades, his white shirt looked even cleaner than John remembered, his black leather jacket looked 

spotless. He even smelled like cologne. 

“How much longer?” he asked James, annoyed at how unkempt he looked compared to him. 

“Till what?” he asked with a smile. His teeth sparkled. 

John paused. Where did he want to go? He didn’t remember telling James anything about his 

plans in Oregon. 

James noticed his hesitation and decided to offer some advice. “What were you looking to do 

out here, boy? Don’t think you ever really told me.” 

“No, I don’t think I did.” John was stuck in thought. He knew exactly what he wanted to do but 

he wasn’t sure if he wanted James to know. 

James, as if reading his mind, interjected his thoughts. “Just tell me, boy. We came all this way 

together. The least you can do is tell me what you’re plannin’ on doin’.” 

John considered this for a moment and decided to give him a piece.  

“I just need to go back to see a girl, an old friend.” James knew exactly what he was talking 

about but pretended otherwise. 

“You’re comin’ all the damn way from Florida to see a girl? Boy, you are out of your mind.” 

John felt embarrassment crawl over his face. “I mean, it’s a little more important than just 

that.” 

“What do you mean? You comin’ back to profess your undying love or somethin’ like that?” 

He answered his own question with a hefty chuckle. 

John was exhausted; too exhausted to talk. But he didn’t want James to think that he drove all 

the way up here for something silly like that.  
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“James, all my real problems started from this girl.  If I can come back to confront it then 

maybe... maybe I can begin to go on with the rest of my life.” John let the rare glimmer of hope infect his 

voice, but a small part inside of him was not entirely convinced of the integrity of his plan. 

“Hmm,” James let out. “So you’re sayin’ all your problems started from this one girl that we’re 

about to go see?” 

John nodded his head. 

“You sure about that?” James answered back, skeptical. John didn’t reply. 

“All your problems, all your sadness, your lack of motivation, your problems with food, they 

all started from this one girl here?” 

John looked down disappointedly, unsure of how to respond to him. Was Sarah the cause of all 

of his problems? He couldn’t quite remember now. He knew for a fact that if he had never met her, he 

would feel much more at peace with himself. James noticed the pondering look from John and decided to 

give him some advice. 

“Look, son, it’s like how I keep tellin’ you. Sure you can fix this problem, but it ain’t gonna 

make you happy. That’s where folks get it wrong. It ain’t really about the issue at hand.” 

John was fed up with these vague statements that James kept spewing at him.  

“What are you trying to tell me? Just tell me! Why do you always talk to me in riddles? How is 

that supposed to help anyone?” John was heaving angrily, finally happy that he was able to take out his 

frustration on somebody. 

James smiled sheepishly to himself and kept quiet.  

“See, you always do that. Just get quiet whenever I need help from you.” 

“This is your problem to figure out. How do you expect to magically turn happy after years of 

sadness? How do you expect to control yourself after years of indulging? There ain’t no magic bullet for 

your earthly woes.”  
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After awkwardness hung heavily in the air, John ended the conversation: “Sure, yeah, thanks 

for the advice.” He felt a twinge of despair creeping on him, but brushed it off before it could have a 

significant effect on him. He had invested too much into the idea that this trip was his way to get back to 

normal, so he was going to see it through to the end without any internal resistance. 

As they drove on, John began to notice familiar structures that he’d been around his entire life 

before moving. Memories of his happy childhood came flooding back, only to be overshadowed by the 

thought that they were all spent with only a hallucination of his mother.  

John looked up into the street and saw the public library looming. James turned left into the 

parking lot and smoothly parked the truck about 100 feet away from the library. 

“What’re we doing here?” John asked, looking at the library. He remembered being there for 

most of his childhood, checking out books and forgetting to return them. His father must have paid about 

$80 in late charges over the years.  

“I don’t know where to go from here, boy,” James retorted, looking at him incredulously. 

“You just expect me to magically show up at her door? I’m waiting here ‘till you figure out where she is.” 

It finally hit John how incredibly futile this entire trip was, considering he had no idea where 

she was or if she was still in Oregon. 

James read his face and came to the same conclusion. 

“This entire trip, this didn’t even come up in your mind?” 

John furrowed his brow in thought, then his eyes lit up.  

“Wait. She gave me a paper with her address on it the last time I saw her.” 

James was still unconvinced. “Well, do you have this paper with you, Einstein?” 

“No, but I remember reading the address and it had a weird name.” John closed his eyes and 

tried to elicit the memory from the recesses of his mind. It had been so long since he last saw that scrap of 

paper. 

James scoffed as he put his shades on and slumped in the driver’s seat. 
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“Let me know when you’re ready, boy.” 

After half an hour of John trying to recollect his memory, he considered it a lost cause.  

“I can’t remember.” 

“What do you mean ‘you can’t remember’?” James asked, slowly taking his shades back off. 

“Think boy. I’ve invested too much for you to give up like this. Think.” 

“I can’t. It was too long ago.” 

James took a deep breath to steady his nerves. “Well, you said it was a weird name. Weird 

how?” 

“I just remember thinking that it’s a weird name to call a street.” 

“You gotta give me more than that, John. Weird how?” 

“Like a fruit, I think.” John paused for a brief moment, then slowly looked up at James. “It was 

a fruit, that’s right.” 

James was becoming a bit excited now, too. “What kind of fruit? Was it strange because the 

street was named after a fruit or was it a strange fruit?” 

John hesitated. His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of James’ quietly laughing, 

crescendoing into a fit of laughter. John watched, perplexed. 

James put the keys into the ignition and started the car, still laughing.  

“What are you doing? I don’t know the name yet.” 

It finally occurred to him that James’ inquiries had become mockery.  

“Boy, you must really be out of your damn mind. We drove all the way from Florida to 

Oregon, and we’re sitting here talking about fruit. I’m dropping you off at the bus stop and going on with 

my life.” 

John turned the keys in the ignition to turn off the engine, and put the keys in his pocket. 
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“I’m serious! I remember the street name. It had to do with a fruit,” John yelled back, tears 

forming in his eyes. 

John buried his face into his hands trying to remember. Thoughts of that day with Sarah came 

flooding back to him. He saw Sarah’s smile as she handed him the paper. He remembered himself 

opening the slip that she had just folded, and written on there was the word that he saw in bright red ink. 

Pear. 

John looked up at him. “The street name is Pear,” he announced dramatically. 

James looked back unsatisfied. “And the number?” 

“That’s not as important. If I see her car then I’ll know which house it is.” 

James retorted, “and if the car is in the garage?” 

James put the street name into the GPS, started his truck and pulled out of the parking lot. 

There was only one Pear Road, which was 13 minutes away from the library. 

It felt like only a few seconds before they reached the street.  

“Alright, son. Let me know if you see the car.” 

They passed a few houses until John noticed a bumper sticker of his college on one of the cars. 

“Slow down. I think this is it.” 

“You sure?” he replied back. “How do you know?” 

James parked the truck across from the house. “What if it’s just another college student’s?” 

“No, no,” John replied back, staring at the house. “I remember this car.” 

John was getting ready to head out until he noticed James’ annoyed expression. 

“What’s wrong now?” John asked, knowing that it wouldn’t take long before disappointment 

followed him. 
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“Well,” James paused, collecting his thoughts. “Have you thought about what you’re goin’ to 

say to her? I mean, my guess is that she really doesn’t like you if you really did what you said you did. 

You can’t just walk in there and--.” 

John cut him off before he could finish his sentence. He replied to him nervously, wondering 

how or when he had alluded to the situation.  

“What do you mean ‘what I said I did’? When did I say anything? I’m sure that I never told 

you about this. I’ve never told anyone about this.” He began to hyperventilate, thinking that James was 

going to call the police on him as soon as he walked into the house. 

“Relax, boy, I’m not gonna say anythin’. Besides, if I was going to then don’t you think I 

would’ve done it already? I’m really just tryna help you figure out how to fix your problems, boy. I keep 

tellin’ you, you and I are more alike than you think.” 

“Anyways, what’re you gonna say to this girl?” 

John thought for a moment then decided on an answer. 

“Well, I don’t think it’s important exactly what I say.” 

John looked over at James searchingly, expecting to be commended for his answer, but James 

merely shrugged. 

“Well, what do you think I should say?” he asked, curious about James’s opinion on the 

matter. 

James smiled very briefly, barely a flicker, and he looked over at John while driving. 

“Boy, I don’t think you wanna hear my answer.” 

John replied to him with a sense of urgency. “No, I really do.” 

James looked directly at him, “It depends what you want to get out of this, son. What do you 

want to get out of it?” 

“I just want to be happy.”  
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James laughed at his answer. “Happy? What does that even mean, son? I’m tellin’ you right 

now, if that’s your goal, there ain’t nothin’ you can say to that girl that will give that to you. You hear 

me?”  

John laughed as if what he was being told was a joke. 

“Sure, sure, say whatever you want.” 

James took off his shades and looked at him with serious eyes.  

“You wanna know why I know that? Cause there ain’t no such thing as happiness, boy. It’s a 

lie that people sell themselves to keep on moving forward in life. There ain’t really happiness. Life ain’t 

supposed to be happy.” 

John turned away from him as he was saying this and closed his eyes, leaning his head on the 

inside of the truck’s window. 

“You’ll listen when you finally need to listen, son. There ain’t nothing else that I need to tell 

you.” 

John leaned forward again and looked back at James.  

“No, you know what James? That’s just something you’ll keep telling yourself because you’ve 

decided that you can never be happy. What easier way to give up all responsibility for your well being 

than to convince yourself that what you’re trying to find isn’t real? If I’m a fool, then you’re just as much 

of a fool as I am. You’re walking around life expecting suffering, telling everyone around that it’s 

supposed to be this way. It sounds like a death sentence to me.” 

James chuckled at this.  

“No son, you ain’t thinkin’ about it right, and you got me made out to be someone that I’m not. 

Ain’t nobody said that they’re trying to give up responsibility for their well being. I’m doing the opposite 

boy. You gotta realize that enduring the suffering is taking up that responsibility. That’s something that a 

lot of folk just ain’t ready to do.” 
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After a weighty pause, he punctuated his speech: “Well, off you go, son. I’ll be waiting here 

for you when you get back.” 

John walked up to the house and rang the doorbell. A woman, maybe 28 years old, answered 

the door. She was wearing scrubs. 

“Hi, does a Sarah live here?” 

The woman looked down at his shoes and noticed that they were rugged and torn.  

She hesitated. “Yes, she does,” attempting to smile. “But she’s sleeping right now. May I ask 

who you are?” 

“My name is John. I’m an old friend of Sarah’s back in college. I just came back home so I 

wanted to check in on her.” 

The woman smiled. “Oh, well it is nice to meet you. I’m Sarah’s caretaker. Her parents are 

upstairs. Why don’t you come on in and I’ll bring her parents down.” 

John entered the house and noticed how clean and organized everything was. He followed the 

caretaker through the hall and towards the room. She opened the door and John briefly glanced inside 

before closing his eyes. He took a deep breath before opening them and entered the room. 

The room was an exact replica of a hospital room that eerily brought back a memory, but he 

couldn’t quite remember from what. He looked around the room and noticed how clean it was. It was 

becoming increasingly difficult to see since it was dimly lit as the sun set outside. He looked at the white 

board and saw a few numbers scribbled, as well as Sarah’s name, drawn in cursive with a red marker. He 

finally turned his attention to Sarah. 

She was laying on the bed, outstretched, and he noticed that her chest was not rising at all. He 

walked toward her and noticed that she was still asleep. Not wanting to wake her, he decided to sit by her 

and tell her what he came here to say. To him, it didn’t matter much whether or not she was awake. As 

long as the words came out he knew he would feel better. 
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He looked around, noticing that the nurse was not in the room, then sat by Sarah and began the 

speech that he had prepared. 

He recited the words mechanically, with no emotion. Once he was finished saying them, he 

began to get up but a couple whom he assumed to be Sarah’s parents walked into the room. They turned 

on the light and John stumbled back into his chair, shocked and terrified. 

“Uhm, hello,” the man said, looking at John a bit confused. “Can we help you with 

something?” 

John, still panting from the scare and began to laugh silently, embarrassed by his stumbling. 

He had never met her parents before and was frustrated with himself that he hadn’t prepared himself for 

the possibility of meeting them. 

“Sorry, I was just a friend of Sarah’s back in college and I wanted to see how she was doing. 

I’ll be getting out of your way now.” 

The mother seemed very interested. 

“Oh, how delightful! Would you like to say hi to her? I can wake her up for you. She would 

love to see one of her old friends.”  

The mother stood there waiting for John to say something, but they had caught him in an 

awkward position.  

The father spoke up, “What did you say your name was again?” He held out his hand for John 

to shake.  

“John,” he said, grabbing the hand and shaking it firmly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.” He 

let his eyes drop to the floor. 

He stood there staring at the parents. After a moment, the mother began to move towards 

Sarah. 

“Okay, let me wake her up for you, John.” She smiled warmly at him.  

While she attempted to wake Sarah up, John turned his attention to the father. 
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“So,” the father asked, taking a seat next to John, “what year did you graduate?” 

“I graduated the same year that Sarah did, actually.” 

“You mean if she had.” the father replied. “Sarah never graduated.” He looked suspiciously at 

John, but he was interrupted by the sound of the mother waking up Sarah. 

“Sarah, we have a friend of yours that came to meet you.” Mute, her eyes spoke for her. 

Sarah made a grunting noise that seemed to be an approval to what her mom had just told her. 

Her mother then motioned at John to stand near her. John walked around the bed and peered over Sarah. 

It took her awhile to adjust to what she was seeing but when she finally realized that it was 

John, a low growling noise seemed to emerge from the depths of her throat. She began to blink her eyes 

wildly and tears began to stream down, rolling down her cheek and into her ears. The initial noises slowly 

turned into maniacal noises, almost like a wild animal that was staring its killer in the eyes. It reminded 

him too much of the incident; he had to take a step back.  

Sarah continued making the noises, devilish, damning. Her father sprung up. 

“Sarah, honey, what’s wrong?” 

The noises continued and John could see the tears rolling excessively down her face. Sarah 

became increasingly loud and her groans echoed throughout the room.  

Her mother looked over her, beginning to become fearful. She looked straight at her husband.  

“She’s never done this before,” she said to him, tears starting to roll down her face as well.  

They both looked at John fearfully. 

“Who are you?” the mother asked with a look of pure terror in her eyes. 

The entire situation was too much for John to take in. He tried to move but his feet felt like 

they were weighed down by sandbags. It felt as if there was a force pushing him down equal to the weight 

he was using to bring them up. 

“This must be why he left Oregon,” escaped from the father’s mouth. 
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The horror of the scene threw John into vertigo. He finally managed to lift one of his feet up 

and took a step towards the door. The parents were now just staring at him. The room had darkened so 

that he couldn’t see clearly, but their eyes looked like pure pits of black. Sarah continued her grunting in 

opposition.  

Breathless, he managed to get himself out of the room. He put his hand on the back of his skull 

and winced in agony. His hand came back bloody.  

The caretaker was standing in front of him now, attempting to hold him back. He pushed her 

off of him and ran out of the house, sprinting towards James’ truck.  

James took a look at him before smiling.  

“Seems like it went well.” He unlocked the doors from the inside and John immediately 

opened the door and climbed in. He tried to slow his breathing down but he was too panicked to relax. 

James began to drive away. John was now sobbing. He covered his face with his hands, then 

ran them through his hair. It was a waste. The entire trip, his hopes of recovery, his plans to become 

happy all obliterated in the span of minutes. His hands felt a wetness on the back of his head. As he 

brought his hands to his eyes to wipe his tears, he noticed the blood on them. He looked towards the 

driver’s seat. Empty. The car was parked. With this, John’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and 

darkness surrounded him. 

# 

John slowly came to, his head throbbing and his eyelids raw from crying. It was dark outside 

so he couldn’t see. It took him a moment to realize that he was still sitting in the truck. He reached up for 

the lights and turned them on. 

As his eyes struggled to adjust to the light, he found himself sitting in the driver’s seat of the 

truck. He looked down at his clothes and saw the black jeans, white shirt and black leather jacket that he 

was wearing. He reached into his pocket and found his shades. John began to understand what had been 

happening. He turned the car battery on and noticed the time on the clock: almost midnight. It was pitch 

black outside so he turned the headlights of the car on. 
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He recognized where he was; on a cliff where he used to take girls to when he lived in Oregon. 

He had no idea how he had gotten there, but he slowly got out of the car and walked towards the edge of 

the cliff.  

Memories of the past few days flooded into his mind. He finally understood what he’d been 

trying to tell himself all this time.  

Standing at the edge of the cliff, he looked straight down into a sea of darkness. He was faced 

with two decisions. He could take one step, the easy step, and put an end to the pain and misery that he’d 

been feeling for the past few years. Or he could take a different step, the difficult step, and experience a 

world of suffering, learning to tame and constantly deny himself. The choice was obvious to him after 

what he’d been through.  

 

 




