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Spoiler Warning

This book contains spoilers for the short story, Vitamins, by Raymond Carver.

To those who’ve taken their own lives:

This one’s for you.
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Deep bass throbbed into the dark room, muffled by brick walls. Everything vibrated subtly in response to the steady rhythm. Thump, thump, thump. The sound beat against the brick, transferring energy into it, penetrating the solid mass. Thump, thump, thump. Unable to contain the raw power squeezing into the empty space between its atoms, the bricks themselves reverberated, stimulating the air molecules inside the room. Thump, thump, thump. Finally, the sound waves reached the ears of a woman sitting alone in the darkness.

Cynthia Sable bobbed her head and bounced her knee to the music. Dark, wavy hair under a black hood moved in sync with the loose-fitting fabric of her black jeans. They draped over the outline of thin legs and contrasted with a pale, sun-starved hand tapping along on her thigh. With her hazel eyes fixed to the brick, she thought of nothing but the pounding rhythm.

Before her was a table. The wood was caked with years of spilled liquor, cigarette ash, marijuana crumbs, cocaine dust, and other remnants of narcotics. But Cynthia was sober at the moment. This was her ritual. Before going on stage, she would shut herself off to everything except sound. In time, with enough focus, her hearing would bleed into her other senses until she could feel the noise in her chest, see its waves in her mind, and almost taste its mood. Then, and only then, she would break her sobriety.

A small, white pill lay on the table. It had a three-pointed crown stamped into its face. Beside the pill stood a canned energy drink, sweating from the heat. She put the pill on her tongue and downed it with the liquid stimulant. She returned the can to the table and resumed her ritual. Thump, thump, thump . . . thump, thump, thump . . . thump thump thump . . . THUMP, THUMP, THUMP. She was ready. 

Cynthia grabbed her gear bag and slung her headphones around her neck. The door to the room swung open, sending in a blast of sound. The music came clearly to her now, rippling the air with a shimmer. Rather than take the employee entrance to the stage, she went through the crowd of swaying bodies. A sea of people pounded to the bass line, moving to the rhythm in harmony with each other. Only Cynthia’s head bobbed along with them as she weaved through the multitude, making as little of a stir as possible. The faces she passed were painted with an ever-shifting blend of colors from the lights and lasers on the stage. 

At the front of the crowd, she made eye contact with a stagehand there. He hoisted her up onto the raised platform. The DJ playing gave her a welcoming glance. She went straight to unpacking and setting up her booth. Rolls of cables linked her controllers and mixers, and she connected them to the PA system. At her signal, the DJ to her left transitioned out of his set. 

The crowd was hers now. Cynthia slowly blended the previous DJ’s hypnotic melodies into her own more aggressive style. She stopped on one note, raised it to a sharp frequency right to the edge of hearing, and then unleashed a furious bass line that shattered the hypnotic track. She sent the mass of dancers into a frenzy, cheering and screaming with delight as they fell into her grip. She thrashed them about with an unrelenting barrage from the speakers. THUMP, THUMP, THUMP. 

Cynthia felt the ravers as she felt the vibrations of the music—every heartbeat, feet stomping the ground, arms slicing through the air. She was in complete control of them, marionettes moving to her every wish. And she gave them no rest or respite. Her onslaught continued until they were dripping with sweat, the musk rising like a mist around her. Still, she pumped the music into their veins. It fed on the drugs and alcohol in their bloodstreams and filled their minds with a singular focus, pulling them into the trance with her. 

There was no reckoning of time. It could have been hours or days. Another DJ eventually started setting up next to Cynthia. Very slowly, unwillingly, the tunnel vision cleared and she input the controller commands to fade-out her set. Then, she gathered her gear and left without so much as a glance to her successor. 

Cynthia was alone in the employee smoking area, leaned up against the outside wall of the warehouse venue. A streetlamp cast its dingy, yellow glow onto the smoke rising from her lips. On her left, the door to the alleyway opened to let out the DJ who played before her. He leaned on the wall next to her, standing a few bricks taller. She continued smoking and bouncing her knee. He pulled out a cigarette for himself and lit it. 

“Nice set,” he said.

She nodded.

“First one since Jerry died?”

She nodded.

“He would’ve had a blast in there.”

Her jaw clenched. They remained silent for a while, their inhalations and exhalations the only sounds disturbing the night. 

“You know, if you ever need to talk it out . . .” he offered.

“What’s there to say?” she asked in a raspy voice, slightly dry as if she were a little thirsty. “ODs are common enough. I guess I should’ve seen it coming. Jerry loved his blow; fentanyl’s everywhere now. It was gonna happen sooner or later.”

He turned and watched her for a moment. She looked sunken, like she was folding into her baggy clothes. Purplish-gray eye bags and heavy lids were somewhat obscured by the hair that fell from underneath her hood. “You don’t have to play it cool for me, Cynth.”

She could see him in her periphery. He was looking down at her, but nothing about Mitch was threatening. Although that made her feel safe around him, Cynthia always thought he was worse off for it. “Playing? Nah, Mitch. That’s just the reality of it. We’re all gonna die. At least Jerry had a good time on his way out. But there wasn’t any meaning to it, no higher purpose, no lesson learned. It was just his way of dealing with this shithole we all live in.” She chuckled lightly. “And that’s what killed him, the only thing that kept him going. Isn’t that just the funniest shit god ever done? There’s no meaning to any of this. It’s just one long nightmare playing on loop.”

He averted his eyes for a moment. “I don’t think blow was the only thing keeping him going.”

She gave him a sidelong glance. Mitch had a smoothness to his cadence, a weaving sort of rhythm that charmed most under its spell. But Cynthia had always been immune to it. She figured that was the biggest reason they were such good friends. “There was nothing Jerry loved more than coke. I was just a good chaser. No sense in crying over a man who wouldn’t return the favor.” 

“Maybe, but I know how you felt about him.”

Cynthia looked at the remains of her cigarette, glowing right up against the filter. Then, she flicked it into a dark corner. “Felt. Not anymore. I don’t feel anything now.”

Mitch winced. “Just give it some time. Wound’s still fresh.”

“Time is what got me here, Mitch. Sure, it’ll get me out again. But then, it’ll pull me right back in. Over and over and over. It’s the worst track ever made stuck on repeat. And I’m getting pretty sick of hearing it.” And she turned to exit the alley. 

“Hey, you sure you wanna be alone tonight?”

She turned back with a smirk. “Is that your attempt at scoring a rebound?” 

He laughed. “Even I’m not that depraved.” He took her in a warm embrace. “Just call me if you need anything.” 

“I’ll be all right,” she said into his shoulder, feeling some semblance of light from his gesture. But she knew how fleeting that light was. 

Cynthia turned again and Mitch watched her go, wondering if it would be the last time he ever saw her.  
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City lights reflected off the East River, dancing in time with its motion. On and on, the crests of water hurried along as if the day’s bustle carried over into the river at night. Waves splashed against the towers of the Brooklyn Bridge. High above the bases, sitting atop one of the steel beams jutting out from the pedestrian walkway, Cynthia watched the aquatic procession below. 

A cool breeze brushed her hair. It was a pleasant night. I guess I can’t ask for a better way to go, she thought. She spent the better part of an hour remembering the good times in her life: all the best moments with Jerry, her best DJ sets, all the fun she had with her friends over the years. Suddenly, the water looked very far below. Fuck, what if I don’t die from the fall? She imagined slowly drowning in the polluted river and faltered. No way. Water turns to concrete at the speed I’d be hitting it. She knew it, but still kept staring down, doing nothing else.

“What are you doing?” an alto voice called from behind her.

It took a moment for the voice to register to Cynthia. She turned, and there, leaning against the walkway’s railing, was a boy measuring only slightly taller than the metal. His face told her he was in his late teens. There was patchy stubble along a defined jawline. But his body seemed to be catching up, skinny as it was. A gust went by that had no effect on him, his windbreaker, or his parted, sand-brown hair. 

She turned back to the water. “Minding my business.”

“I don’t mean to bother you. I just . . .” He fell silent and rubbed the back of his terracotta neck, at a loss for words.

“No worries. We all do things we don’t mean.”

“I’m just concerned is all.”

“About what? Someone enjoying the scenery?”

“Is that all you’re doing?”

“Yes. Not everything’s a crisis, Superman.”

He blushed. “Okay, fair enough. But what if my instincts are right? If I just kept walking and didn’t say anything, I’d be somewhat responsible, right?”

She turned back to him with a raised eyebrow. “You’d be responsible for what a complete stranger did? You really do have a Superman complex, don’t you? I think you need therapy, kid.”

“For showing concern? I think people go to therapy to learn how to do that.”

“They also learn about boundaries. You should try it sometime.” 

The boy turned away for a moment to gather his thoughts. “Well, what if it was me up there and you noticed me while you were walking by?”

“I’d keep walking. There’d be no way to know what you’re doing without being an invasive asshole.” 

He was silent for another moment. “Well, what if it was your mother?”

“I’d definitely keep walking.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Well, your father then.”

“Keep walking.”

“Grandparents?”

“Wouldn’t know it was them.”

“. . . Children?” 

She just laughed aloud at that one. 

“There must be someone you care about.”

“Myself. That’s about it.”

His eyes sank a little. “Well, what if you were walking by and saw yourself? I know that’s not actually possible, but just humor me. Would you be concerned for yourself?” 

“That’s exactly what I was trying to figure out before you came along and interrupted me. So, if you’re done with your little side quest, please keep it moving.” And she turned away from him again. 

For a long time, nothing could be heard but the wind. Cynthia began to feel relieved, thinking that maybe he did give up. But then, there was a grunt and the sound of rubber touching hollow steel. She closed her eyes tightly in frustration. The clanging of footsteps continued until the boy sat on the edge of a beam just as she did.

“You’re really annoying, you know that?”

He shrugged. “I’d rather be annoying than heartless.”

“Jesus, this has got nothing to do with you! Just go on home and I’m sure you’ll sleep fine knowing you tried to be a hero today.”

“I’m not trying to be anything. I’m just worried about you.”

She glared at him. “Worried about me? Do you worry about every other person that’s jumped off this bridge? How ’bout everyone that’s been shot to death today? What about every plane crash or robbery or rape or stubbed toe? No, you don’t! You just decided to insert yourself into this one incident like that’ll make it all go away. Like this one little act of kindness is gonna change the world. You don’t actually give a shit, so stop lying to yourself.”

He looked down at his feet. Cynthia pressed her lips into a thin line. Neither of them spoke for a long time. 

“Tell you what,” he said at length. “I’ll jump with you.”

“What?”

“If you jump, I jump. Deal?”

“. . . What?” 

“Is that a problem for you? Does that concern you?”

“Concerned about your mental health? Yes.”

“Admit it. You don’t want me to jump.”

“No, this is actually making me want to jump even more.”

“And you’re okay with being responsible for my death?”

“You’re really selling me here. But no, I wouldn’t be responsible for you doing whatever you want to do. I don’t give a shit what you do, but if you keep this up, I’m definitely jumping. So, be careful what you say.”

“I could just call the police. Suicide is illegal, you know.”

Cynthia put her face in her hand. “Where to start? First of all: narc. Second: That’s the most pointless law ever. It’s unenforceable. What are you gonna do? Arrest a corpse? I’d be dead ten seconds after you make that call. They’d probably never even find my body.”

“So, you’re really considering this?”

“Yes! Yes, I was! And I might have just walked away if you hadn’t come along. But no, now if I walk away, it’s because you convinced me not to jump. It doesn’t matter if I never would have done it anyway. I’ll never know now. All because you can’t mind your own goddamn business. I’ll never know if I would’ve walked away on my own. You took that from me. You took my life. I can’t even have that. So thanks for helping to solve my little dilemma. Now, it doesn’t matter whether I jump or not. Either way, I’m dead. So thanks for that.” She turned away, muttering, “Fucking asshole.” 

Another silence followed. But the boy didn’t leave. He only looked at his feet dangling off the edge of the beam. Cynthia took out her pack of cigarettes from her hoodie pocket. She put one to her lips and hesitated before stowing the pack again. 

“You smoke?” she asked.

“Uh, sure,” he replied.

“Well, do you or don’t you?”

“I don’t, but I’ll try one.”

She narrowed her eyes. “It’s hard to put down once you start.”

He thought a moment, then shrugged.

“If you say so,” she said. Cynthia lit the cigarette on her lips, inhaled once, and tossed it to him. It slipped through his grasp as he tried to avoid the hot tip and went tumbling through the air below them. She looked up at him and shook her head. “One more shot. If you miss this one, you’ll live a long, healthy life as a nonsmoker.”

He fumbled it again, but a rush of wind swept the filter right between his lips. Cynthia’s eyes widened and he smiled from shock. He inhaled, held it for a moment, and started having a coughing fit. Grimacing, he had a mind to toss it, but thought better of it. 

“It’s an acquired taste, kid.”

He tried it again. This time, he didn’t cough as much. “I’m not a kid. I’m eighteen.”

She blinked at him slowly. “You’re a kid.”

“Well, how old are you?”

She rubbed her temples. “Too old for this shit.”

“What shit?”

“Playing twenty questions with a teenager like I’m back in high school.”

“I’m in college.”

“Congratulations.” He went silent again. She sighed. “What are you going to college for?”

“Oh, I’m not sure yet. I just started, so I haven’t declared a major.”

Cynthia twisted up her face. “You don’t know? Then why are you going?”

“Well, I can get the basic classes done first and then just figure it out later. Lots of people do that.”

“Sounds like a waste of money.”

“Well, I like working with people.”

“You don’t need to go to college for that. There’s plenty of money in waiting tables.”

“Hmm . . . Did you go to college?”

“Nope.”

“So what do you do?”

“I play music down at The Paper Box.”

“Oh yeah? What kind of music?”

Cynthia never figured out how to answer this question. Hard techno? Too specific. EDM? Too layman. She settled on the generic answer she always gave to curious strangers: “Electronic.”

“Oh, so like techno?”

She could imagine what he pictured in his head: droning beeps and boops. “Something like that.”

“And you make a living doing that?” She nodded. “That’s pretty cool.”

She paused and seemed to consider something. “You like concerts?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I’ve never been to one.”

She gave him a look of shock mixed with disgust. “For someone who values life, you don’t live much, do you?” She flicked her cigarette and stood. “Gimme your phone, I’ll send you the address.”

He took it out, judged the distance between them, and tossed it lightly. She caught it with ease, saved her number to his address book, and sent herself a text. She gave the phone back to him and said, “Until you’ve been to a party at The Paper Box, you got no business telling people to stay alive. Deal?”

He smiled. “Deal.”

She shook her head, a smile cracking on her own lips. “See ya, Superman.”

“It’s Doug!” he called, expecting her to return the favor. But she just kept on walking back to the platform. He watched her until she disappeared behind the slope of the bridge. His phone dinged. Someone under the name Cynth had sent him an address that apparently had no link to any registered business. He locked the screen and turned his gaze upward at the few stars twinkling in the clear sky.
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A weathered, silver 2008 Acura TL sat brooding beyond the glow of streetlamps. Above a sign that read 2-30 FORD ST., a dim porch light shone onto the rear of the car, faintly outlining an emblem that read TYPE-S. The emblem looked fairly new, as it was the only gleaming surface on the vehicle.

In the driver’s seat, Cynthia tapped her fingers on the patchy leather-wrapped steering wheel in time to the music coming from her headphones. Something about this run-down street that didn’t even span two blocks made her feel pleasantly isolated. It would be a great place to write music if it wasn’t so sketchy, she thought. Lincoln Terrace Park was just around the corner, a known marketplace for dealers and fiends. Her supplier, Tone, figured that Ford Street was a good place to do business; close enough to danger to deter police, but far enough away to avoid the danger itself. 

Tonight was different, though. Jerry wasn’t with Cynthia. This would be her first exchange with Tone since Jerry died. She would often accompany him, but this was always Jerry’s thing, Jerry’s domain. Shortly after his passing, Tone reached out to her. 

“How long we known each other, Cynth? I trust you and you trust me, right? I don’t see why you can’t carry the torch,” Tone had said in his smooth baritone. And it wasn’t really an offer Cynthia could refuse. Bills were approaching due date and she
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