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      No one can tell what goes on in between the person you were and the person you become. No one can chart that blue and lonely section of hell. There are no maps of the change. You just come out the other side.

      
        
        — Stephen King, The Stand
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      Ollie was the first. He was my best friend.

      My parents don’t know—can’t know—the whole story, but when it comes right down to it, none of this is even my fault. All I did was read off a bunch of words from a list I found, and the next thing I know, people are dying. Okay, there might have been some supernatural shit involved, but… It’s not like I meant for it to happen. I just wanted to keep Kirk Wardell and his loser friends from hurting me again. This was about those assholes, not me. Why did Ollie have to get mixed up in it? It was that damned freakin’ list.

      This is not my fault.

      You always wish you could control who gets what’s coming to them, like God. Sort of. But I guess it doesn’t work that way. People you never meant to harm—guys like Ollie who were cool to you and bought you a Klondike bar or a Choco Taco because you never had any money in your pocket because your dad’s been out of work since forever and your mom’s doing all she can to “stretch a dollar”—why did those people have to suffer? It makes no sense.

      So I’m sitting in my living room, waiting for the cops to be done talking to Mom and Dad. I should’ve never said anything. Then my parents wouldn’t have called them. Whatever. The detectives will want to ask me what happened at the skate park, and I will lie. Because I may be only twelve, but there’s one thing I know: you never tell the truth to the cops. Ever.

      I guess I should start at the beginning when things weren’t so bad. When Kirk and those doofs he likes to hang out with were making fun of my clothes and my shoes and my hair, and I would just take it like the poor dog next door who keeps getting beaten by Luckman, the mean old neighbor with the missing leg. All the animal does is whimper, lower his head and…take it some more. Yeah, that was pretty much the start of another bitch of a day for me.
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        * * *

      

      Me and Ollie had planned to go to Gasher’s Park right after school to ride our skateboards. We had to hurry, though, because later the high schoolers would show, and it would be over for us. We’d have to run away before those loudmouthed douches could steal our boards or fling beer bottles at our heads. It could turn into a real mess, let me tell you.

      But it was great whenever we got there early. We’d ride and ride for like, maybe half an hour. But then the shit would start. Those dickheads would storm in through the heavy chain link gate, hollering about some little pussies trying to take over their turf. It would always turn into a game of cat and mouse. I guess you know who the mice were. We’d have to try and get past them, through the gate, down the sidewalk, and onto Pear Street.

      Usually, we’d make it, but sometimes, they would catch us and throw us up against the fence. One time, Ollie hit his head on a steel post. The blow knocked him out cold, and when he went down, those idiots got scared and took off. Maybe they thought they’d killed him.

      “Ollie, jeez!” I said, running up to him and shaking him by the shoulders.

      “Are they gone?”

      “What? Yeah, they’re gone. You mean⁠—”

      “I was faking.”

      Then he sat up, grinning as he wiped the blood off his forehead. I wanted to kill the little turd, but instead, I hugged him.

      “Come on, Ollie,” I said, giving him my hand.

      Anyways, today was pretty much like all the other days, except we left before the shitlickers even arrived. We cut through the park like we always did. Then we decided to sit on a bench next to some old lady who was kissing her pug or whatever.

      All of a sudden, Ollie says, “Aww, man! I forgot my math homework.”

      “You’ll get it tomorrow.”

      “No, Ivan. It’s due tomorrow. I already got a D in the class, and my dad said if I fail math, he’s going to kill me.”

      “He’s not going to kill you, Ollie. It’s an exaggeration. Look, you can copy mine.”

      “You don’t understand. Mr. Ryan wrote down special instructions to help me. I need that paper.”

      Now I’m worried because Ollie is crying like a baby. I mean, big ol’ tears that magnify the freckles on his cheeks. I don’t know what to say, so I try doing a funny handstand. But I fall on my ass. I’m hoping I can make Ollie laugh. He isn’t even looking at me, though. Now I have a sore ass, and he’s still crying.

      “Tell you what, Ollie. Let’s go back to school and get your math. Come on. I’ll walk with you.”

      “Yeah?” he says. He’s smiling, green snot leaking out of his nose, and I know he’ll be okay.

      We go back the way we came, past the enclosed skate park. The high schoolers we hate are in there, swearing at each other and holding onto beers as they do tricks—backsides, Caballerials, Nollies—stuff me and Ollie are just starting to learn. One of them looks like he’s going too fast. He falls and does a wicked face-plant, his beer shattering all over the place.

      “Whoa!” someone says. “Dude…”

      As we sneak up to the gate, I recognize the kid on the ground. I’m pretty sure his name is Franklin. He’s screaming and trying to grab his face, but his friends are holding down his arms. We can see the broken neck of the beer bottle sticking out where his eye should be. I’ve never seen anything like it in real life—only in horror movies. It looks like the broken bottle gouged out the ’tard’s eye. I don’t think he even realizes how bad it is. He keeps saying over and over, “I can’t see!”

      “He’s the kid who slammed me into the pole,” Ollie says. “Remember?”

      When I turn to my friend, he’s smiling in a way that is seriously messed up.
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        * * *

      

      It takes us only a couple minutes to make it to school. Me and Ollie, we live real close, so it’s nice in the morning when we’re late and we need to run like hell to be in our seats for English before the tardy bell rings, which only happens, like, five days a week.

      As I suspect, the place is pretty much deserted. Janitors are already inside the classrooms, mopping and straightening up and whatnot. We head straight for our lockers. I figure this won’t take long. Ollie will find his stupid homework; then we’ll go to his house, because there’s never any food at my house, and Ollie says there’s always too much at his. He’ll fix me a burrito, which he likes to call a “bean and cheeser.” Later, I’ll head home alone, which is no biggie.

      Ollie is digging through his locker, looking for the “special” math paper from Mr. Ryan. I’m not doing anything, just chillin’. I look over again. Now, my friend has his stupid head stuck inside his locker. Since he’s wasting all my time, I decide to go exploring.

      There’s this old section of the school that’s closed off. Some say it’s haunted. As I stare through the chain link fence, I can see the rows and rows of old tan lockers, all of which are closed—except for one. I’d seen this locker before whenever I would pass by in the morning on my way to history. And the only reason I even noticed it at all was because it has this ugly red stain across the door—rust, I think. If you stare at that stain long enough, you begin to see stuff. Not like Jesus or aliens or anything—just weird shapes that kind of move around all swirly.

      But, like I said, today the locker is open.

      Though no one is supposed to go back there, they never keep the gate locked. I guess it’s because most of the other kids are too scared. I’ll bet it was the principal who started the “haunted” rumor. But I decide to check it out for shits and giggles, which is what my dad always used to say, back when he had a job. I open the latch and go inside. I can’t explain it, but as I move closer to the open locker, a powerful feeling comes over me. Not like fear or anything—more like anticipation. I don’t expect to find anything, but as I said, I have nothing else to do, so why the hell not?

      The door is swinging back and forth, which is nuts because there isn’t even a breeze. To prove to myself I’m not scared, I walk up and shut the door. The stain seems darker—deeper. I look at it all different ways, turning my head this way and that, squinting at it first with my right eye, then with my left. And each time, the shapes look different. If I stare at the door just right, I can almost see…

      “What the hell are you doing back here?” someone says.

      My heart almost explodes like a water balloon hitting the sidewalk. One of the janitors—this old dude named Hershey—is standing next to me with one hand holding onto his favorite cart with the squeaky wheel from hell. Hershey always smells bad—like sweat and bean farts—and he’s missing a lot of teeth. I think he was here when they built the freakin’ school. And he’s always mad. Maybe his back hurts, which is what my mom always says when some grown-up is being mean to me. Maybe their back hurts, Ivan. You should feel sorry for them.

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      He grunts, reaches over, and slams the locker shut. Then he spins the
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