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			Tonight:

			November 3, 2012

			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Fay DeSoto (17)—Fay was just your average high school loser trying to get a life.

			Her friends texted endlessly about her, and she gained and lost weight so much people wondered if she was the “it” girl or the “it” that ate her.

			Fay was smart, not really much of a party girl, but Fay was a party girl in training because she was hopelessly desperate. She felt she needed to put on an act to get friends.

			And, oh, Fay was an alcoholic—a disease everyone ignored, including her, until it claimed her life and the lives of two other innocent people.

			That’s what my obituary should have read, though it didn’t. It went more like this:

			Fay DeSoto (17), only daughter of Bill and Helen DeSoto, died in a car crash after hitting a caravan late Saturday night. She was a member of the National Honor Society, active in student government, and on the local youth council at her  church. Donations may be made to the Burgundy Hill Ambulance Association. Funeral arrangements are pending.

			You see, the only thing I really had to look forward to was a party, if you can even call a bunch of wasted kids stumbling around a party. I guess it was the only place where feeling lost suddenly became socially acceptable, where you can stand surrounded by people and still make feeling lonely like something of an art. 

			It wasn’t much, but whatever it was, it was my life—at least until November 3, 2012.

			That’s the day everyone in town learned my name.

			It all started innocently enough—when doesn’t it? — for a girl out to get too drunk to remember her life.

			Kyla, my girlfriend who always acted like she was terrified of getting pregnant, but never had any reason to worry, told me about this party. I know how superficial and stupid that sounds, but this wasn’t just any party. Alex, my ex, was hosting, and rumor was he was going to name his new crush there when all the ladies were assembled. I knew I wasn’t going to be the one to get picked—I’d cheated on him months earlier, before he cheated right back on me—but at least I could spread rumors about whatever girl he chose, which would make the night something of a success.

			I was the one driving. I know that for sure. I remember having a drinking spree on Heinekens—most of my boyfriends drank them—and didn’t think much of it. It took a lot to get a girl of my mass drunk. Not that I was big—just curvy. I remember that Kyla was freaking out and that Mandy, my other girlfriend, the cuter one, the one who didn’t have to try too hard to get boys to like her, was too busy applying last-minute  makeup to take the wheel. So, even though it was Kyla’s car, the honor fell to me. Under most circumstances, I was the best driver of the three, and it would take more than just a few beers to get me too buzzed to drive.

			It just so happens that the old beige jeep started bucking, that another car, a green caravan with a mother and her daughter, came just my way at just the wrong time of night. It was pitch black. The latest song from anyone but Katy Perry was blaring, and there was a whole lotta blackness, the kind that swallows nights whole and leaves them for dead.

			I wish I could say that I remember more details. But all I remember is singing along to a song I can’t remember, seeing Kyla making a funny face to mock my singing, of hearing Mandy go on and on about how she could never apply eyeliner if the jeep kept hitting potholes. I remember this sound that can only be described as pure cacophony. It was a combination of a flash, of sweat, of all the senses rolled into one—that last second before you know the car’s about to strike—of blinding thunder, of metal tearing into metal, ingesting it into itself, tearing it apart—the sound of death by DUI. 

			It was so fast I never even saw the mother’s whole face—just the lines of worry, the fading mascara, the eyes so wide they reflected the light of the metal just before the crash. I never saw the daughter—at least, not when I was alive. Believe it or not, Kyla’s fat, mocking face was my last sight of life. After that, the cars were too conjoined, like some mythical monster you read about in English class. Kyla was lying still, too still, and Mandy was covered with blood from a slash across her forehead. Her back and legs were pinned. She was crying, unable to move. The daughter was okay—just a few abrasions. The mother—her head went through the windshield. Just after her head tilted just enough to look back, to see  that her daughter had braced herself. In death, I recognized the daughter as a girl I went to high school with. I saw my body last of all, maybe because my head wasn’t with the rest of me. It was like some horror picture we hooked up over on a Friday night—only it was my severed head, my open blue eyes looking back at me.

			I’ll never forget that night, out of all the nights I could have died.

			And it’s not just because that’s the night I did die.

			It’s because that’s the night I didn’t.

			At least, not entirely.

			Instead, I woke up, if you can call this waking up, and found that there was still some part of me, some spirit, some soul this lapsed Catholic never believed in, only it couldn’t just float up into clouds or go down into fires. It was just there, looking in on the world, in on what was once my body, staring at what was once my life.

			I heard the shrill cry of sirens, the vapid hum of spinning tires just before they screeched to the grinding halt that happens on cop shows. The reporters weren’t long after. The texts and Twitter posts were immediate.

			It was official. I wanted the night I’d remember for the rest of my life. I got it.
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			I expected to see a world made of light, of endless horizons. I remembered my mother reading it to me once, when I was a little girl and asked her what heaven was like and if Daddy was there. She told me Daddy definitely wasn’t. He was just gone. Then I was told there were just balls of light that floated like dandelion seeds in the air, then fell, forming gorgeous white sands by a silt riverbed. Somehow, that’s what I thought heaven would be like. As for the other place, I never gave it  much thought. I was a good girl. An NHS kid. I’d never need to worry about going there.

			But there were no dancing balls of light. No illusions that might please a child. Instead, I got the feeling of being rooted to the earth, as if I just couldn’t leave. It wasn’t the car. I could levitate above it, see the body that was me from all kinds of perspectives, the head at every angle, showing every displaced black hair. I could look myself in the eyes, see death staring back at me. No, it was something deeper, something more primal, something I couldn’t quite define. I was stuck. I could float, move anywhere, with the grace of a single thought, but I couldn’t just disappear into time. All I could do was take in the shrieking of sirens, the pounding of hearts, the spectacle that was about to become my legacy.

			It was hardest seeing the mother. Her eyes were closed, and blood trickled in her blond hair, making her look that much bloodier. She was so still, with pale skin, taut cheekbones, and a certain beauty in her silence. She looked young. I could almost feel the youth in her skin. Her kid, Steph, who I never knew that well, was pounding against glass, screaming out. Steph survived because of her mother’s presence of mind. At Steph’s angle, her mother wasn’t visible. That gave me a thought: I never prayed much. I never much believed in anything but what I saw with the eyes. But for a moment, a part of me prayed Steph would never see her mother as she was, curled, unable to answer her cries. I went over to touch her cheek, but it was cold, even to the touch of a ghost, which I guess I now was.

			“You can’t save her,” a voice said.

			I turned to follow the sound. It was unique, more like a whisper that floated through the voices, the chaos all around me. I watched as a cop called for the Jaws of Life, as Kyla and Mandy were lifted out, uncon scious, waiting only for Life Star to arrive. If they woke up, they’d remember this day forever, the day they lost their closest friend. If they didn’t, they’d soon be here, standing with me. But not yet. This voice wasn’t theirs.

			I kept searching through the rushing cops and paramedics. Standing off to the side, with people rushing through him, was a pale teen with dark bangs, a spider tattoo, and a gothic trench coat that might’ve been cool twenty years ago. Around his neck hung a noose. He looked up. His eyes were vacant, empty of light, just black sockets, black pits for eyes, matching his overall appearance.

			“Who are you?” I asked him.

			He just looked at me with what would’ve been eyes, but with what felt like only emptiness. 

			“You really need to ask?” he inquired.

			I thought of whether I’d lost anyone in my family. I hadn’t, not since my grandmother, years ago. I half-wished to see her, to have her take my hand. Instead, I was a ghost about to be scared of another ghost.

			“Crazy T?” I asked.

			“The Butcher of Burgundy Hill in the flesh—or out of it,” he said.

			He smirked a little. Most people looked better with a little smile. This kid looked morose. I could imagine why. News accounts had it that he’d shot two kids dead at school before taking his own life. He was said to be found in the woods by the high school at the end of a rope with two smoking holes in his skull. Rumors of homicide ran rampant. All I remember is hearing about it years ago when I was a tiny kid. He gave me nightmares. Looking at him now, I could see why.

			“Are you the local haunt?” I asked him.

			
			

			“I’m one of them,” he told me. “There’s more of us than you can imagine.”

			I knew I wanted to ask him all the big questions of life, the universe, eternity, and if there was something to drink in the afterlife. All I could ask, however, was: “Am I stuck here forever?”

			“You are in forever,” he told me. “You’re one of us.”

			“But is forever here, this place?”

			“It’s everything—this place and what comes after.”

			“What does come after?”

			“Hell,” he told me. “I’ll send you a text—if I get service in hell.”

			“Why are you here, then?” I asked.

			“For your Death Day, of course,” he told me. “Who do you think led you here?”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You don’t have to,” he said. “Not anymore. You should’ve, though, the time I made sure your friend’s beer was stocked, the time I told you where to hide out when you and that worthless friend of yours were out drinking, the time, just before last period, when I made you feel a little thirsty.”

			I remembered every one of those times; they each came with a tingle.

			“I worked so hard on you, since you were a kid,” Crazy T said. “You were destined to be one of us. I guess some ghosts just need to learn the hard way.”

			“Take me away from here,” I said.

			“I can’t,” he told me.

			“Why?”

			“Because it’s your Death Day.”

			“You keep saying that. Why?”

			
			

			“You only get one—the day you’re welcomed to the afterlife. Soon, you’ll realize you were always there, anyway, but we still celebrate it. Tradition, I guess.”

			“Then where’s my family? Where’s heaven?”

			“Every Death Day is different. And yours, well, it isn’t going to be a happy one. That’s why you get me.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you’re one of us now. You’re a Taker,” he told me. “I knew someone would eventually take my place, but you seemed like such a sweet kid.”

			In the silence, I felt the people around me moving faster as I grew more apprehensive, slower as I wanted to just step outside of things and take a look. The speeds kept clashing until it became apparent. I was listening to the Jaws of Life tearing the mangled caravan apart to get at the mother and her kid.

			“Damn,” I said.

			I stood watching with Crazy T, like some ghoul out of a Dickens’ Christmas story I was forced to read in English class.

			“Are you the ghost of Christmas yet to come?” I asked him. “Is this what might be?”

			“This is what is. You’re never going back to this life,” he told me. “But on your Death Day, you have to face consequences. The consequences of what you did are just as bad as what I did.”

			I didn’t say anything for a while, just watched as paramedics got at Steph, freed her, tried to shield her from the sight of her mother. The thought shot me across town to where my own mother was lying asleep, still under the pretense that I was sleeping over Mandy’s, that I’d wake up the next day and walk through that door. I wanted to wake her, to cry to  her for help like I did when I was a kid, but instead I felt pulled back to the crash site, to Steph, to the mother.

			“Where’s her spirit?” I asked.

			“Damned if I know,” Crazy T said. “Heaven, maybe. It’s the one place I can’t see.”

			I tried to concentrate, to see heaven. Nothing came. Crazy T sensed my frustration. “It’ll come in time,” he said, “when you learn to be open to The Flow.”

			“The what?”

			“It’s The Life Consciousness. It connects time, space, the universe, with feeling, events, people, and places. It’ll suck you in when it’s your time to go to hell.”

			“You mean The Force? Just my luck,” I said. “I get to spend eternity with a Star Wars nerd.”

			“You’ll feel it—in time,” he told me. “Just like you’ll feel everything your victims felt.”

			“My victims? It was an accident.”

			“There are no accidents.”

			“I didn’t kill myself on purpose.”

			He smirked again—that ugly as hell smirk. “I’m somewhat of an expert on that,” he told me. “And I can tell you that you killed yourself and these people just as assuredly as if you shot them with a gun. Trust me. I know.”

			I grew quiet, just watching as kids from the high school started driving by, some even stopping. The cops talked to each other and agreed to block off the street. I got a glimpse of one of their cells. It was 2:15 a.m. My night was just beginning.

			“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” I said.

			
			

			“But it did,” he said, “because of you.”

			I shut up. 

			“Don’t worry,” he said. “There’s a place I’m going to take you once this is all done, the place we all go to sooner or later.”

			“Where’s that?”

			“Spree.”

			“What a weird name.”

			“It’s a temporary teenage hell,” he told me. “It’s the greatest rush you’ve ever felt, or the greatest nightmare. It calls to the spirits of all the dead kids, and it’ll call to you. For judgment.”

			“Why?”

			“Everyone is summoned.”

			“For what?”

			“To be a Keeper or a Taker.”

			“Taker?”

			Crazy T pointed up. I could see these black mists circling around my friends as they were loaded into Life Star, following after the copter as it flew off and away.

			“Some help keep life; some take it,” he told me. “Depends on how dark the soul. You’re a Taker. I can recognize my own kind. That’s why I helped you die.”

			I looked at the holes that were his eyes with aching curiosity.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” he told me. “But I assure you, I’m the sweetest mass murderer you’ll ever met. I never shot anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

			“I wish I could say the same,” I told him. “What I did—the accident—it killed...”

			
			

			“You killed. But you might hold off on prosecuting yourself. The other Takers will do that for you.”

			I stood next to him, waiting for the inevitable. All the bodies were gone. Except two. My body and the mothers were covered, put into the only ambulances that were in no rush to speed off. Police were calling for trucks to get rid of the totaled cars, getting workers to clean up the broken glass on the road. Even in Burgundy Hill, open roads were the priority.

			“I did this last time, two years ago,” one of the officers said. “Why the hell do these kids die on my watch? The one night this week I was asked to work the late beat.”

			“I’ll go with you,” the other officer said.

			I’d seen them around town, but I never knew them well enough to know their names. The badges read Jameson and Deriega. I felt myself there with them, pulled like a magnet against the cool silver of night, unable to do anything but follow. They talked about what a waste it was, how one of their daughters was in an accident two months ago, but was okay. They went on about what they planned to do with their weekends, and then, as they drove down the familiar streets—White Mountain Road, then South Spring Street—about who would knock and about who would say what. 

			As they pulled into the driveway, the clock next to the wheel said “3:33.” I remember feeling that was ominous, for some reason. 

			There was a knock at the door. No answer. No one knocks on doors in the respectable town of Burgundy Hill at such an hour. Another knock. Also unanswered. A phone call. A light turned on in my mother’s room. I felt her presence, confused, slightly afraid, slightly irritated, but still composed, still peaceful. I’d never quite feel that in her again. She put  on her slippers—these old fluffy white ones that blackened over time but that she wouldn’t throw out. They were a gift from me four Christmases ago. She made her way to the door, looked out at the windowpane, wondering whether these were real officers and why they were trespassing on her peaceful night.

			I closed my eyes as the door opened, as the officers spoke the first words.

			“Ms. DeSoto?” 

			I didn’t listen. I just felt the immense surge of anguish, of anger, of confusion that made me first understand the beat of a truly broken heart. The pain was so much I doubled over. I tried to think sweet thoughts of comfort, tried to project images of happiness, of myself as a small baby, of anything that might soothe her pain. But the anguish was too great, an immense flood of red and black that circled around her so much so that even the Takers that hovered around the police were blown off by it. It was like a supernova of the soul. It reminded me of a picture I once saw in art class, an immense painting of pain on a canvas that would never quite come clean.

			“I can see it,” I said, when I could gather the words. “I can see pain.”

			“You can see emotions,” Crazy T told me, “because you can see the part of hell opening up that gives people those emotions.”

			“My mother really is in a living hell—because of me?”

			“A soul can escape, but it can take years,” he told me. “I don’t see her escaping anytime soon, if ever. You, I don’t see escaping at all.”

			The anguish swept over me again as my mother asked for just a moment away, as she went to my room, inexplicably, and checked for me, as if this was all a misunderstanding, as if her baby might still be under the covers. I could feel her shock. It was the only thing that matched her  agony. She stumbled around, searching for the light, stumbled upon an old beer cap I had forgotten to pick up after Kyla and I had a few drinks in my room last weekend. She felt the odd texture, even underneath her slippers, reached down to pick it up. As the cops called out to her, she clung to the wall, briefly, holding the beer cap in her hand. The time: 3:44. 
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			Five days left

			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I tried to channel this Spree, to cut the misery short, but I felt pulled towards the last place I ever thought I’d spend any of my afterlife.

			It was my old school, the Monday morning after my death.

			Some kids were crying; some didn’t care, shuffling along on their normal day as if no one had died. Everyone was talking about me, Kyla, and Mandy, though, even the teachers. They had been called in for an emergency meeting. They were gossiping about how they thought I’d appeared drunk in class once, but how they said nothing. I smirked. Only once? I’d gone to school drunk dozens of times. Maybe if they had said something, I’d still be alive. Maybe not. I heard Mrs. Walters, my pretty blond English teacher, say: “She was a lost soul.” I never knew she felt that way. I thought she was just trying to be nice when she talked to me. Mr. Higgins, my portly science teacher, said that I acted like a little brat in his class, which I suppose was true, and that he felt sorry for me. Mrs. Cowell, who had these giant lips, was the school psychologist, and said that I used to be such a good student, but that I’d skipped a few times and she had been worried.

			As the principal marched in, along with crisis counselors and the rest of the school counselors, I could feel the weight on his shoulders. He was Mr. Buckley, a soft-spoken, kind man who genuinely loved kids—just  not the gremlins they grew up to become. He had these old-school bifocals, and he tilted them before speaking. He spoke to thank the teachers for coming in early and then laid out the plan for the day. I felt myself pulled somewhere else.

			Slumped over a locker in the hallway was Zipper, real name John Chatterly. Everyone called him Zipper because he kept completely to himself and looked a little like the character with the spiky black bangs from the old Doonesbury cartoon. He carried this commando style bag he was endlessly sifting through when he wasn’t getting bullied. He mingled with other kids well enough, but he was weird. He insisted on being called by his nickname, even by teachers. As he grew older, his demands grew more ridiculous. He once insisted that a picture of a brick wall appear in place of his yearbook photo. I think he just wanted to erase himself out of existence. 

			I talked to him years ago, when he was closer to normal. He liked me then. I liked him. We were a couple, if middle school couples count as real couples at all. He was my first kiss. It was a little like kissing a fish that had been in the freezer for a while, but it was cute in a middle schooler way. I never thought of him since we broke up, but when I saw him, I thought that he was nice, but bizarre and depressed. He had these three Takers in black cloudy form hovering around him as if he were some kind of ghostly portal. I guess I was number four. His aura was dark, darker than black, with occasional red flare-ups that reminded me of a gigantic black hole we once studied in science class. He had ear buds and was singing out lines from “Angry Johnny” by Poe. He had pictures from the morning paper, pictures of our wrecked car, and had other kids’ pictures in the bag, marked with gunsights. One of the pictures was mine. It had no gun markings, though. I wondered how such  a psycho could walk the halls freely, but then I remembered that I’d kept away from him, too.

			“Don’t worry,” he said, looking down at the pictures. “I’ll get you trending on Twitter.”

			I could tell that he channeled some of his anger at me. His aura suggested that he was planning something that would make the news. Not necessarily a school shooting in the gun-kids-down-in-the-cafeteria sense, but something just as awful. The weird thing is, he was so closemouthed, and such a good kid who did what he was told that as obvious as all this was to me, it wasn’t obvious to anyone else. I could see a small pistol in his backpack; I could feel him handling it. But no one else ever saw him for
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Fay wanted the night of her life.
She got her wish.
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