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O Rose thou art sick.

The invisible worm,

That flies in the night

In the howling storm:

Has found out thy bed

Of crimson joy:

And his dark secret love

Does thy life destroy.

-William Blake
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I. A Girl and Her Dog


[image: image]


“Winter will be here soon, so ensure your best friend has a warm, dry place to sleep, off the floor, away from all drafts, and most importantly, in your home! A cozy pet bed with a warm blanket or pillow is ideal. Remember, if it's too cold for you, it's probably too cold for your pet, who can suffer frostbite and hypothermia, just like you. So, keep your pets inside.

“A message from the Ad Council.”

It’s like that. It took me a few seconds to find the right button—in the corner, top, right—but I did turn the TV off. I had to think for a minute, try to roll the thoughts around.

Is dying a quick death better than living with unending pain? I think most would say “yes, of course it is.” That’s an easy decision to make. That’s what we all want if we can get it—a quick and easy death.

If there must be pain, then it should be for only a second or two before peace. That’s the choice in every book that offers it: Kill me! Have mercy! It should be an even easier choice when it’s not your own pain or your own death—not directly—but it’s not easier. It wasn’t easier at all.

The scent of impending rain had hung in the air for a while, however long that was. I recognize that smell. That’s how I know most things for certain. The scents, the sights, and sounds, no matter how faint, and that’s been giving me a sense of peace. I’d have felt more at ease if it weren’t for the red and blue lights alternating on and off outside the window. They’d been there since last night or so, flashing but muted through the curtains, pulsing like a heartbeat—red, blue, red, blue, red, blue—through both the curtain and the blinds like an amusement park funhouse. I first thought it was possible that the lights were from a communication tower of some kind on one of the mountains in the distance, with an aircraft warning light on top, but they moved closer, and then farther away and from place to place.

I’d lived in this house for many years when I was younger and visited many times after that. Still, there were no flashing lights until a night or two ago, at least I hadn’t noticed them, but that’s expected under the circumstances. Everything I remembered, I remembered out of order and it was a jumble at times.

When I first began to lose myself to the thing, I tried to write, in a form of a story, the few memories that stuck with me like a sliver under my fingernail. I could then read it back later, but to whom? To anyone who would listen I suppose. I’d be proud to do it even for myself because I could read my own words, if they were mine, and I was truly seeing these memories in my own mind’s eye.

I’ve never seen a lighthouse with my own eyes, but I’ve never been to the ocean either, even though it was no more than a three-hour drive away. I’m not sure why Mom and Dad never went there when I was a boy, but we didn’t take many trips in the car, not after they were married. Most kids I knew growing up went to theme parks or took plane trips across the country to a grandparent’s house, but my parents stayed in town most of the time, unless Mom took me with her to her doctor’s appointment. Neither were close to their own parents or siblings, if Dad had any, and rarely talked about them. We didn’t go on outings to the beach, or to cabins in the mountains together, and when I was out on my own, there weren’t many opportunities.

Abby was in the next room, and I wasn’t sure yet about what to do with her. I left her sitting in the kitchen with a coloring book and crayons, while I was thinking it over, but I had locked the door with all three latches, just so she wouldn’t wander off. She didn’t seem to want to leave then, so maybe she’d become accustomed to me finally. I spent the first day she was at the house hunting through the bottom of the closet to find toys to keep her entertained.

When she was very little and we were still in the apartment, I would take her to the lake and push her around the park until she got tired, and then we'd go back home and fall asleep for a couple of hours. If the weather was bad, or after it was dark, I’d put a movie on and, even though she wasn’t yet two and too young to understand. She’d watch it, fascinated, until she fell asleep, but by September this year, I wasn’t driving anymore and electronics were getting complicated for me. I couldn’t remember which buttons were for which functions, but I liked the feel of the remote in my hand, and music and TV shows were a nice distraction. That was all I could say for certain.

At the bottom of a basket of clothes in the hall closet, I found the knitted rag doll with the ear-to-ear grin that Dad bought for Abby when she was born. I thought it was a strange thing to buy for a newborn, but I put it in the crib with her when she went to sleep, and she got used to having it. It became one of her favorite toys to carry around when she first started to stand and walk. She’d laugh every time my dad touched her nose with it when we came to visit. It had a smell like raw liver when I found it, and it was stained here and there. The tips of its hands and feet were almost black from play. It had a hat at one time, but that went missing somewhere. With a little difficulty, I put it through the washer with some towels to freshen it, but the machine tore it to pieces. I became dizzy and thought I would throw up when I picked the stuffing out, though I’m not sure I could say why.

There were a few other small toys in the closet, but they were all baby things. She was too old for any of them, but they were all I could find in my current condition. I had given her peanut butter on toast for dinner, because it wasn’t too difficult to fit bread into the slots of the toaster and I wasn’t sure I could handle anything more complex. After I made sure she could keep herself busy at the kitchen table, where she seemed content for now, I went back to the living room and sat down on the couch.

Bernadette was going to be in the hospital again for at least a few days. I missed her, but I was here with Abby, just my little girl and me, alone together in my own house, the house Dad left to me. Bernadette and I finalized the divorce a month or so before he had the accident, so it was good that he left it for me, because I feared the other options. Now having Abby here too gave me the opportunity to end all of this for everyone, and anyone that was unfortunate enough to earn my love. I probably wasn’t capable of love now in any normal sense, but I felt that I still needed someone. There was an emptiness, even after all this. So maybe if I did what it urged me to do, I would also be free.

I couldn’t prove the judge wrong when Bernadette decided to spend time apart barely a year after we were married. She wanted a court separation, saying that she’d feel “safer with that.”

“I’m going to take Abby and stay with my mother and Dad for a while.”

“It’s not fair. It was a mistake.”

“You don’t put sharp... Never mind. It’s just a while.”

I don’t know. I can’t remember most of the details. Whatever the details were, they weren’t created by God.

She wanted six months to think about what to do next.

“Come on, Vinny, it’s six months! We’ll be around to see you.”

So, she took Abby, who just started crawling then, and stayed with her parents. I stayed at the apartment. She brought over money to help each month. It almost killed me to have them away, but it was only for a half a year. When did she come back, Abby was walking already and creeping up and down stairs, but Bernadette wasn’t the same fun or funny girl she was and that was even before the visit to Dad’s—well, here now—a few days later.

The judge was a woman, of course, and didn’t want me to keep Abby half the time as I was asking for. “Mr. Pelletier, I find little evidence that you are responsible enough to care for yourself, much less an infant without help,” she said.

Okay, I do make mistakes, but why? What was it about me that made most women treat me like trash?  Bernadette’s mother, Gabriella, was sweet to me, or at least until she felt that she had good reason to be otherwise. Until then, I counted on her as someone I could call to talk. One other didn’t treat me badly either, really. I’m not sure why she’s come to mind just now.

That I was irresponsible was the judge’s conclusion based on Bernadette’s report without even talking to me, but I was myself then, of course, and I was doing all right. I had my own thoughts and ironed my clothes for court. I gained some muscle because I was working out at a gym before work four days a week and I looked good. My hair was a little long, but the girls liked when it was shaggy, and I took care of it.

Judge Gorniak would have liked me even less if she knew I no longer had a job, but I was the one option left for Abby, with Bernadette in the hospital and her parents in poor health. I can’t imagine how the judge would feel about me if she’d been the fly on those sunshiny walls when I visited the priest last August. That was too late to make any difference, but if it had gone as I hoped, it would have confirmed what I thought. Maybe what he said was right, but I wasn’t sure yet about what.

It was mid-November, so it had gotten dark early, and I thought it was later than it was. I did find one of my coloring books and a box of crayons from when I was little in the bottom kitchen drawer, and I gave those to Abby. While she colored in the kitchen, I watched spots of colored light that were projected onto the living room wall by the stained-glass lampshade that Gabriella gave us when we moved into the apartment. Bernadette didn’t think it fit with the décor there, so it stayed in the closet, and I took it with my things when I moved out. The lights quivered ever so slightly as if there were a minor earthquake, though there was none that night and there hadn’t been one for many years. A pack of coyotes howled together in the distant brush. It was shrill and piercing like the voice of the thing, though less terrifying, but given how close I was to satisfying its demands, I hadn’t heard it all day.

I stood up. I kicked away a few plastic grocery bags on the floor and went out to the kitchen where I left her. I sniffed her hair and it smelled musky. She must have used that fox pelt from what was my dad’s office as a pillow again when she took her nap. She turned and smiled. I kissed the top of her head. A raccoon, I suppose, knocked over a trashcan somewhere outside and it startled me. I took a few deep breaths. I felt nauseated and weak, as if I had just woken up from a long nap.

“Want to be brave with me, Abby? Let’s go down and we can be brave together.”

She continued to color.

“All right?” I asked.

She held the crayon still and looked at me from the corner of her eye, then she nodded, at first with hesitation, and then more eagerly, until she almost smiled and took my hand. I was relieved. She looked better than she did in the morning when she was crying because the pain in her side came back worse than the day before. She called it the “chewing pain” and she was asking for her mommy again.

I was expecting something like that eventually, but the pains didn’t start until yesterday after the social worker dropped her off. Knowing she was coming, I smoothed my hair down and tried to look as much like myself as possible, but I knew I didn’t smell good because I caught my own stink without ever losing it. I sprayed myself with cologne, which was so intense to me that I gagged, but the woman never came to the door, so I had to go out to look for her. Maybe she had missed the house. So many look alike on the street and some don’t have numbers that are plain to see.

The social worker—names, I couldn’t remember them unless I heard them over and over—never spoke to me, or I didn’t see her, or I just don’t remember that she was here. She’d wandered off somewhere—it looked that way—leaving Abby at the front of the house when I brought her in. She didn’t meet with me at all. Is that normal? Did it happen that way? Am I any judge of what is meant to be normal on any day anymore? If anything worked as it normally should I wouldn’t be thinking what I was thinking, or what we are or were thinking. Consecutive and logical strings of thoughts meant nothing. So, there was that.

Maybe I did forget. I’ve done a lot of that, but I hoped that that time and that night, I could follow through with what I knew was the only thing I could do and finish it in a flashing second, before I could change my mind. No. Wait. It’s not my mind, not so much.

Abby jumped down from the chair and rubbed her nose. We crossed the kitchen, hand-in-hand to the basement doorway. I had left the door open all that afternoon purposely. It was less of a threat. I felt okay doing that. It was, from all I learned, all I had left to do and the only choice anyone had left me with.

If I’d ever learned how to load the rifle properly, or if I even had the guts to fire it, that might have been quicker and more certain, but I wouldn’t keep Dad’s gun where anyone, including me, could reach it easily, because I was afraid I would use it on myself, and I knew I couldn’t do that, but even locked in a chest in the attic, the temptation would be too great. Going off into the woods and blowing the top off my head seemed the easiest and fastest solution. I’d make sure it was somewhere secluded, maybe a mile in, where they wouldn’t find my body until the animals and elements had their way with my bones, but I had to think of the others and that endless physical pain I would have left them to live through. So, this was the only answer—the only solution the thing offered me. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry, in my heart, for all of this, but it would never allow me to do anything else.

If I pushed Abby hard, without warning and with enough force, she might never realize what happened. Maybe she would think she tripped, because to believe, even for a second, that the man you called “Daddy”—though she never yet called me that—was killing you, would have to be more horrible than the dying, but maybe at her age she had no sense of what death was yet, like I didn’t have a sense of what life was anymore.
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II. From Delphi
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The interchange was seamless

imperceptible to most.

I poked my finger between those lines in the poetry book sometime in September, which was about four months after the thing entered me and about three months after my Dad died; maybe it was later. I couldn’t read more than a few words by that point—around the time of Gabriella’s birthday. I bought her a card with a child-like drawing of sunflowers printed on it, but it never left the house. Maybe later. Weird. Confusing. It was the first time that the oracle made little sense to me, but that was where I was.

I was walking everywhere by then, but wherever I needed to go seemed far away, so that I wanted to run instead, though my legs weren’t working as they once did. Sometimes, I wanted to rush out the door, but to where? I didn’t know, but I wanted to just keep running. Wherever I went, the thing was with me, because I was not in charge of myself, if I even knew who I was. But it led me to this book, I think. Was it my own finger pointing the way, or was it the thing that guided my finger to the spot? Either way, the direction was correct, because everything would be all right. That was what I remembered.

Did you learn nothing? You will be sorry!

Maybe the lines were veiled to me because I chose a poetry book, and so it was already abstract or metaphorical, something inscrutable, but I had used many types of books, even a magazine, and a bit of junk mail once before. Every time, the results worked perfectly with no uncertainty, even if they offered only a new perspective that I could apply to the situation I was in, but I was asking for a specific solution. I couldn’t wrap my mind around a line so complex by then, but it would come to me.

The minute I got home from Gabriella’s house after that visit to her, I stabbed my finger at the newspaper spread open on the coffee table and looked down to see that I had landed on the Dear Abby column by Abigail Van Buren. To be honest, even at that point, even after we were married, I wasn’t certain Bernadette would keep the baby, but the name was so clear and plain, I was sure that she would. That afternoon, we picked up the keys to our apartment, and I asked her then how she felt about the name “Abigail” if the baby were a girl. I was sure that it would be, otherwise the paper would have led me to another name. She said that she loved that name and always had. It had chosen right.

When Bernadette first got pregnant, she’d pace the carpet with her hand in her hair.

“My mother’ll kill me right on the spot when she finds out,” she said.

But over time, as each week passed, Bernadette warmed more to the idea of being a mother, and then the natural maternal instincts took over. I saw that glow that I’d heard of. Bernadette’s cheeks were rosier by the day, and she smiled more often. By the time she started to wear maternity clothes, she was excited about buying tiny one-piece outfits, a crib, bottles, diapers, a changing table, and a mobile of various circus animals—a lion, a pony, a monkey, and a bear under an umbrella top. I decorated the room on the same theme, by covering the walls with adhesive animal appliqués, though I couldn’t get half of them to stick.

Getting married was something we did more for the sake of the baby than ourselves, but I would have proposed to her eventually even if she hadn’t been pregnant, because I was in love with her. My dad wanted to be a granddad at some point, but I loved Bernadette’s mother, Gabriella, like she was my own, and would never disappoint her. I didn’t want to disappoint anyone if I could help it. I wanted to be a man and take responsibility for the girl I gave my heart to. Bernadette was the only girl I spent any real time with in the real world.

The only other girl I felt love for, was a Colombian student from the college, but it was only once that we got to be together. I stopped by her apartment a few times after the night I spent with her and no one would answer the door until the last time, when a fat, sweaty bald man came to the door and told me to go away. So, she must have moved away somewhere, maybe back to Colombia, but I think of her sometimes.

This was the first time, in the previous five or so years I was using the book this way that I needed to roll a sentence over in my mind many times, taking it apart, word for word. It had to be something symbolic, a puzzle to solve, or a clue to the puzzle itself. I decided to dissect it, beginning with the opening phrase. "The interchange" made some sense; things had changed, but “was seamless” implied a substitution, one that I may need to make, and was “imperceptible,” maybe even to me, but what was and was not real was already becoming blurred, like my vision was over time, but only at times. That much gave me some satisfaction, but I needed to try to focus on what it meant, and eventually I would understand. It seemed I needed a substitute in some way.

I would understand this puzzle in the end, as it happened with that tarot card reader at the county fair, about two months after mom died, and I wasn’t yet fourteen. The card reader told me what I’d already known
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