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How wonderful, a reason like you to live for!

Introduction

I trudge heavily through the snow, down the middle of a street in this quiet suburban neighborhood on the edge of the city.
I am only a child, and yet my legs sink, trapped in the white desert that has smothered the city after the merciless storm. This feels... like walking across quicksand, or as if my seemingly endless youth had vanished in an instant, leaving a thousand years to press into my bones, into my muscles.
It is hard... but I must go on. I must reach that house. The worst blizzard in New York State in many years will not stop me. Neither fear, nor the night glittering with the snow’s strange glow, nor the unbearable cold. Nothing—nothing will be enough to turn me back.
...And though it seems as though calm has returned, the red flashes of emergency vehicles still flicker often in the distance, and their frantic haste can still be heard here and there. This calm is, in truth, only an illusion—just as my patience is a stubborn virtue—for I know perfectly well that I am walking straight toward tragedy.

The warmth I imagine within the houses feels like an illusion too. At least, I have no family now to grant me that comfort. I cannot remember, not even dream of, a golden home lit by candles and the colors of a Christmas tree. Yet that is what I see through the windows: happy families, gathered together on the gentlest night of the year.

My destiny, however, could not be further from that tender image. My fate, in this very moment, is bound to doom. This wretched march, that seems to lead nowhere, will forever bind me to death and despair... once I arrive at that house. And this sacrifice—this almost unnatural torment in a child—will be nothing more than the prelude to all the cursed tragedies still waiting ahead, on a path even darker... a long and painful journey through the fears of this innocent creature I am, the one who could never have imagined that, from that moment on, she would be drawn to the idea of death as though it were a white, radiant, liberating light.
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“Well, Jane... today it’s your turn to talk about whatever you like; you’re always complaining that I’m the one who asks all the questions,” says Dr. Haggar.

I’m stupid. Dr. Haggar is the unattainable older man teenage girls fall in love with. I’m talking about that early, hormonal love we feel for the gym teacher—pure muscle. Or for the not-so-handsome philosophy teacher who tangles up your heart with his deep ideals, just when you know nothing about life and your head is ready to be filled with concepts from any creed. ...Or the platonic love for that silver-haired movie star with whom you’ll only ever have sex when you fall asleep, in your dreams.

For me, my first silly crush is Dr. Haggar. And yes, of course, he has gray hair. He’s athletic too, because people whose jobs involve endless talking usually need to burn off tension after hours of conversation—whether in the gym, running through the park, or swimming laps. A very interesting man, with philosophy to spare.
Yes, he’s got the body and the intellect. ...The only thing left to discover is the movie-star side of him, but he shows promise.
He’s my psychiatrist.

Yes, I must have really screwed up to have my own psychiatrist at only seventeen. Still, until he starts in with his lectures, Dr. Haggar doesn’t look like a psychiatrist at all. He doesn’t wear the mad-scientist butcher’s coat. Nothing like that. He dresses in a tie, very elegant. He greets you warmly, with those striking green eyes, before slipping on those genius glasses that drive me crazy.

“Can I just talk?” I reply. “I mean, do I have to ask questions about you? Because honestly, your life doesn’t interest me in the slightest.”

And Haggar leans back into his five-thousand-dollar armchair, in its carefully polished leather. His office is disgustingly sumptuous, but outdated. I’d rather a man as attractive as he is surround himself with something more modern—aluminum shelving and square, detail-free furniture, something up to date. Instead, his shelves are literally Victorian-era, the walls drowning in books. I remember joking during my first session: had he really read all those?

At least his mental laboratory sits inside one of New York’s newest buildings.

Anyway, his reaction in that chair is minimal, but I notice it. He’s long since learned he has to measure every gesture. After all, he’s supposed to be the man of steel, and I’m the mental wreck. For months we’ve been playing this cat-and-mouse game, analyzing each other. Any small gesture, any slip, and we both know which of us is lying, which of us is not quite who we pretend to be, but instead just a role scripted by the doctor-patient charade.

“Oh, sure. You can talk about whatever you want,” he tells me.

“Fine...” I focus inward, tearing my gaze from him and fixing it instead on the ghastly psychedelic moldings on the ceiling; I have my own overpriced couch, too. “You shouldn’t exist.”

“Uh-huh,” he says, after a brief pause that betrays him; my bluntness surprises him, though by now he should be used to it.

“I mean... Don’t be offended... I don’t mean you should be dead, or that you never should have been born. I just mean you shouldn’t exist in my life.”

And he freezes. It takes him a moment, but of course he responds:
“Really, I shouldn’t exist in anyone’s life, don’t you think?”
“True.”

“Although that’s relative, isn’t it, Jane?”

“Yes, maybe... We’ve already talked about that nonsense—the chaos theory, Doctor: without chaos there’d be no universe, or anything like that.”

“No, don’t confuse the two.” He smiles. “Problems are an essential rise and fall in human life. We’ve already discussed that we’re not ants. We’re complex. We’re restless. Every step of thought leads to another, and another still. That balance of pros and cons is the very incentive we need to keep going. Remember, after misfortune comes resilience.”

“Tell that to the people who died in that train accident yesterday. Did you see the news?”

“I never miss the papers, or the news. You know that the balance of an ideal life can swing too far toward triumph and grandeur, and then the person loses their sense of purpose. Too much abundance can strip meaning from everything; the opposite extreme leads to despair. ...And then there are some people who find the right emotional balance by sharing in the pain of others.”

“So, do you watch other people’s tragedies because your own life is too good?”

The doctor sighs. I’ve cornered him again:
“...And now you’re going to tell me that my life goes well precisely because people like you are doing badly,” he deduces, fully aware that my parents pay him four hundred dollars an hour. Money, money, money... I can’t stop thinking about it every time I walk into this office. It reeks of business, a supposedly immaterial game that, behind the scenes, boils down to capitalism.
“You took the words right out of my mouth... and you were supposed to let me ramble first today.”

“Yes, I’m sorry; it won’t happen again.”

“Please.”

I’m arrogant. That’s just who I am, by nature—though the doctor, and the rest of the world that pushed me here, to his office, think everything has a trigger. They think I was born pure and blessed like an angel, and that I lost the damned balance at some point. They think all this mess in my head has a cure.

“All right, Doctor.” I sigh. “I don’t feel like talking about that pendulum-balance crap today, okay? I’ll pick the subject.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Fine. Let’s talk about you. Are you married?”

He hesitates. This man can read people’s eyes. He must already know I’ve undressed him in my mind, that I want him. For hundreds of dollars an hour, the least he could do is climb onto my couch and send my emotional balance soaring.

“Yes, I’m married.”

“Do you have kids?”

“No, not yet,” he answers, almost curt. What follows is my silence. And me going quiet is just another form of asking. He knows that. So finally he answers as he should: “My wife and I are far too busy to have children.”

“Yes, I imagine so. And... haven’t you thought about adopting a child?” I suggest, because I assume, apart from pausing their brilliant careers, people used to such success must find nine months of unproductivity unbearable. “I mean, finding a new meaning in your lives?”

He hesitates again. He doesn’t like stepping into personal territory. He should have learned by now that handing the reins to a patient can lead into treacherous swamps. That’s what happens when he tries to innovate, to hunt down the holy grail of mental medicine. Still, he has to keep his word about being the one questioned; if he plays unfairly in this absurd little bargain he just invented, his patient could lose trust in him. And he made it crystal clear on my first day: trust is fundamental if these sessions are to mean anything.

“Each person must find the reasons that give their life meaning,” he answers, trying to dodge a clear reply.

“Well, Doctor. That’s exactly what I expected to hear. At last the snake bites its own tail. Why is my way of interpreting life wrong? Why aren’t you the crazy one—or my parents?”

“Well, society’s spectrum is very wide, but you and I, and seven billion other people, more or less agree on the margins of behavior we can define as... let’s say... ‘normal.’”

“And that static, formal world can’t make a tiny exception for me?”

“Jane...” Haggar pauses. I know what comes next: “You’ve tried to kill yourself four times.”

“No... I’ve tried to make my own decisions four times.”

“Jane, don’t you think it’s a little early to draw conclusions about your life? You’re only seventeen. Maybe you could give existence a little more time before you rush things.”

“Keep being enslaved by the world of ‘the majority’?”

He looks like he’s about to sigh in exasperation... but doesn’t:
“...Maybe the freedom you’re looking for won’t actually make you free.”
“Even you don’t understand that. Do you have some epic phrase for everything?”

“It’s my job.”

“Wow... and here I thought you were my friend. Is this only work? Do you just close my file the moment I walk out that door? ...Maybe you don’t take homework with you; maybe you only skim my case five minutes before seeing me. What about being... confidants?”

“A sincere relationship between a patient and her doctor doesn’t have to be friendship.”

“...You said we should be sincere.”

“I never implied we’d be friends.”

“...You said we should be sincere. I’ve told you things I never even told...”

And I stop. I don’t say his name. It’s been exactly one month and seven days since Eddy checked out. He hanged himself with dental floss.

Dr. Haggar thinks Eddy only exists in my mind. They all do. Everyone thinks he’s just another add-on to my paranoia. A guy I didn’t know in person, only through online chats. A real confidant—though Haggar thinks he might just be jealous:
“Have you spoken to Eddy again?”
“Eddy is dead.”

In theory. Eddy... a name that could be as fake as the person behind it, if it was really just an online relationship. Maybe even a girl, who knows. For Haggar, just another hallucination... but for me, another one of those misunderstood souls, part of the minority without voice or vote. That’s why we found each other in a suicide chatroom; Eddy, Oscar, Lili, Martha, Zen... That’s why we circled endlessly around the same debate about living and dying, doing it or not doing it... until Eddy did it.

“He killed himself with dental floss, didn’t he?” asks the doctor, hammering the point.

“He was very considerate, doing it and then telling me. I mean, leaving me a message first. Eddy lived alone; he could have chosen something less extreme than dental floss. He could have bought a rope at the hardware store, but he didn’t. He wanted to prove to me it could be done with something ordinary, something that would raise no suspicion.”

“In other words: he wanted to teach you how to do it.”

“After they cleared out my room? Yes.”

“We’re in a temporary state of exception, Jane. We’ve discussed this: we only want your life to change.”

“My life could change if they’d at least let me use dental floss.”

“Ending and changing aren’t synonyms. Do you really want to do it?”

“Are you seriously asking me that?”

“Seriously.”

I don’t know how to answer. We’re talking... about death. Eddy and I talked about it often. Dr. Haggar says that when people really want something, they simplify the way to get it. It’s a bit like... if you want a coffee, you don’t spend hours talking about making one; you go to the machine and make it. If you keep talking about something, again and again, it means you need to reaffirm it—and reaffirmation comes only after doubt.

...Haggar has also suggested that my problem might not be suicide itself, but doubt. A mess. Summing up—in layman’s terms—he thinks that, by nature, I hesitate to kill myself because I don’t truly want to. Which closes the circle. I simply want something to happen, something I don’t yet know, but its absence makes me think maybe it never will. And that thought makes me want to change my world... to make it happen. By deduction, since I lack the strength to change the world that suffocates me, since I can’t force the event I so urgently need, then simply, literally, I want to end it.

Yes, the doctor was right to take away my dental floss.

“You love to argue. You could at least admit that,” adds the doctor, and for some reason, we both pause. “Do you add negativity to your life just to balance it because you hate when everything goes well? Is that your way of finding equilibrium? Do you miss pain, or did you confuse an old need with the pain that came from its absence?”

I don’t know if I fully understand, but I think I can guess:
“Do you also think my grandfather was a figment of my imagination?”
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Then why does everyone think I can’t live without my grandfather? I couldn’t stand him.”

“I know. We’ve talked about it. But... you can’t stand life either... even though, in truth, the thought of giving it up never really crosses your mind.”
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They sent some guy to check my computer, trying to track down Eddy. Behind my back, of course. They dug through my browsing history, my files, my stuff... but they didn’t find Eddy anywhere.
It was a dirty trick my parents never admitted to, but yes, I knew they had trespassed into my territory because they left my laptop completely upside down.
Legally, I suppose they’re allowed to override my privacy to safeguard my life. They feel time is running out, that I’m closer and closer to doing something insane. That drives them to commit their own insanities, to try anything to save me... at any cost.

I think all of this is a bit like the disaster of the North Pole: the more it melts, the more it vanishes, the faster its cadence toward extinction. In my case, stripping me of everything and making me live in a kind of padded cage only makes me devalue my surroundings. Each new restriction just makes me want to disappear more, because their measures drain the meaning out of my life. At least when I was talking about suicide in online chats, I had—ironically—a reason to stay alive.

It’s the snake biting its own tail, like I always say.

Lately, nothing makes much sense. Not even this supposed love I feel for Dr. Haggar is reason enough to live. Wanting to vanish forever was just an indirect way of meeting him, but my natural urge to desire the opposite sex isn’t a good enough motive to stick around. I feel short of breath, like I’m suffocating... and of course the doctor would tell me that suffocation only confirms my need to breathe, which is the same as being alive.

...I want to rest from this pain, this relentless headache... but Haggar would insist that resting is a verb, and by deduction, a verb implies action—and action requires being alive. Death is not a state in which you can do anything.
I already know Dr. Haggar has a phrase lined up for everything.
I hate him.

Yes, I am that swinging balance. Toward the very same thing, the very same person, I can love and hate with equal magnitude—though always at the extremes. Either I love with all my hate, or I hate with all my love.
That’s how I am, one pole or the other. Although, I admit, what I do best is magnify insignificant things. Back when I was supposedly “normal,” meeting a friend to study was fine—unless she made me wait. Seeing her show up ten minutes late, maybe because her dad hit traffic on the way, and I didn’t even want to look at her anymore. I felt betrayed. ...Not finding my favorite pen for an exam was enough to make me smash my books against the classroom board. Or just suspecting someone was talking behind my back, without a shred of proof, awakened in me such rage that I literally wanted to stab them, to see them dead.
In general, I love a few, but I hate everyone. I’m one of those people who could commit real madness, triggered by the smallest stupid thing. Later, in the cold light of day, I realize it... but I let it go.
That all has a name: borderline. It’s a disorder, though people mistake it for simple bad temper. Bah, that girl’s just a bitch. Irritable, spoiled, unbearable...
No. It’s borderline.
And my parents... well, they’re just accessories to the circumstances now. I don’t even know what I feel for them anymore.

I don’t know if I want to wait for my life to gain meaning. It had meanings in the past, and those small things that fill ordinary lives never worked for me.

They’ve left me Dorothy, my favorite doll. She’s made of cloth, supposedly harmless. They believe she ties my thoughts back to a better world from my early years, when I was a little girl... for dolls. They hope she might spark some feeling of attachment to earthly things. Maybe—as Haggar must have explained to my parents—holding a doll in my arms like a mother holds her child could be enough reason to keep me here a little longer. Win me a couple more days, maybe.

But I’m not that easily manipulated, nor do I have true feelings of responsibility or attachment toward people, let alone toward a doll. On the contrary, I could rip Dorothy apart right now and stuff her synthetic guts down my windpipe. That could be the way I end it.

And I’m not stupid: they’ve left me my computer, but I know someone might be monitoring every keystroke. They could be spying on me, just like those damned cameras installed all over the house and the garden—not to stop intruders. They don’t fear thieves. They’re strategically placed to catch me in the act if I try anything stupid, or if I try to escape.

...When I finally kill myself, my soul will pass right in front of those cameras and no one will see it. Or maybe they will—like a ghost—and my parents will watch the faint glow of my silhouette. I’ll probably flip them off, so they’ll know for sure it was me, and that I won.

They don’t even know how to feed me anymore. At least they can’t leave me alone with anything sharp. A fork could easily pierce my jugular... but just because I’ve cut my forearms before—paradoxically, to feel better—doesn’t mean I’m some samurai. I’m not going to commit harakiri. That’s not who I am. I don’t think I’d ever be able to spill my guts. They still don’t understand a damn thing about what’s happening to me.

...Yes, I used to burn my forearms with a spoon heated over the flame. At least, when I could.

And yes, I must repeat: of course I’m not going to stab myself out of nowhere. That’s not really me. I flirt with death, but I’m not an imminent suicide case. It doesn’t work that way. It’s... a potential. Every person has some potential for suicide—it’s just that most people never awaken it because their lives never reach the circumstances that call it forth. I am... relatively normal. Dr. Haggar doesn’t get that. I’ve tried to explain it, but no one will understand. My case would be easy to explain if they accepted that I’m standing at death’s edge just like many normal people have, when faced with those kinds of circumstances.

I’ve read about it. There are circumstances for every taste. Sometimes the atrocities of war have caused real tragedies. It’s common that sieges, starvation, cold, and other wartime horrors drove soldiers to take their own lives. Civilians too, to avoid falling into enemy hands. And, I imagine, the least reasonable cause of suicide must be religious—when some existential theory drives people to burn themselves in a church, or swallow poison so they won’t miss the ride on a spaceship passing with a comet, or because the century turned, or whatever else lunatics find significant for their cosmic scorecards. There are absurd reasons of every kind when it comes to ending your life. Of course, looked at another way, even if those deaths were triggered by idiotic arguments, in the end those people were trying to find a better place to live. Maybe, in the end, those deaths did have meaning. At least in their motive: to die in order to live.

...There are suicides from losing everything. Yes, materialist suicides. Then, of course, there’s the most epic and perhaps most rational cause of all: heartbreak.

See, Dr. Haggar? There are reasons for it, for disappearing. You, as a psychiatrist, should know that. Or do they pay you to go against your own common sense?

I have my own private war, my own creed of what life is and isn’t, and I’m cold... cold inside. Because... emptiness is cold, you know? Frozen. Only when rage overwhelms my reason, when I’m in the grip of unstoppable fury and hatred, does heat boil inside me. Then, I’ll admit, I want to live. Then, yes, my balance tips.

...But I also have my idiotic arguments. I won’t grant you a shred of reason. If you want, when I’m gone, invent that you were the heartbreak that drove me to hang myself with the sheets, even though they’ve been sewn to the mattress.

That’s my room: gagged, muted. I still have my bathroom, though there’s no tub to drown in, and the mirror is so solid and flush against the wall I can’t break it into a samurai sword. And I can’t open the windows—they barely crack a hand’s width. I’d have to vomit a lot to get thin enough to throw myself through.

Ah, I almost forgot: I’m also anorexic, though they refuse to give me that diagnosis. In that, I’m... maybe just an apprentice. I still have much to learn from the world of girls irrationally dissatisfied with their bodies. And no, I haven’t just started to hate myself or anything like that. Not at all. In fact, I admire myself greatly. Not to keep living, but because I feel no one is above me, no one is better than me. That’s why, at the slightest sense that my reflection doesn’t meet my expectations, I vomit. I want to be perfect. I want everything in order. Not a gram too much, not a gram too little. Extreme to extreme. Not just my body, but my things too—if I were allowed to have them. I used to line up my dolls like a military parade. My notebooks were never drafts. I don’t need drafts. I do things once: right. I despise mediocrity. My shoes always clean, my clothes ironed, my hair in place... The wind—that caressing seaside breeze that awakens a magical flirtation in some girls—only irritates me. I can’t stand discomfort or disorder. I can’t bear messy papers, or see the beauty in fallen autumn leaves scattered everywhere. Others see an idyllic postcard; I only see the universal chaos I’ve talked about so often with Dr. Haggar.

I’ll treat life my way. It will end when I want it to, and how I want it to. Everything I am is mine, and mine alone. I won’t live the life others want for me. I am no one’s doll... I am not Dorothy.

At least... until I hear a child crying. A distant cry, lost in the immensity of the night.

It’s a sob. It sounds... like a lost child. Not a tantrum. Not hunger. It is... desolation. Somewhere in the garden, a child is lost.

I call for my caretaker, Nurse Anderson.
What a useless woman. At this point, there’s hardly any point in truly hating her. I’ve already said I’m quick to hate. But Anderson is worthless. She doesn’t notice a damn thing. Right now, I could be dangling from the ceiling, regretting my suicide, kicking and choking, and she wouldn’t show up in time. She never shows up when she should. They pay her to keep me alive, yet she doesn’t hear my screams.
Idiot.

I go to the window. For a moment, I don’t hear the child—but then the sob comes through loud and clear, like an ultrasound.
I’m not some fucking superhero. It would never cross my mind to put myself in danger to save someone else. What makes me climb out the window is the realization, to my surprise, that I’ve been vomiting more than I thought. I’m outside thanks to my arrogant thinness. I’m on the ledge.
This is your moment, Jane. You’ve been waiting for this a long time. Not much of a drop, but details like that don’t matter if you dive headfirst. End it already.

But I don’t. I’m no kamikaze. I said I would decide the moment—not the circumstances. I didn’t plan this; it came to me. That’s why, intrigued, I climb down the drainpipe. No need to be a trapeze artist. Not as hard as I thought.

When I reach the garden—the enormous, nearly endless garden of my parents’ mansion—that sixth sense we have, the one that tells us when we’re being watched, makes me turn my head. A security camera. It must have caught the whole stunt.
Screw them. All of them. Right now I just want to know what the hell a lost child is doing out there in the middle of the night. And no, I don’t have some explorer’s instinct; I can’t navigate any better than the average person finding their way around a supermarket they’ve shopped at their whole life. The garden, as I said, is endless... and that distant cry comes from farther away than I’d expected. And I had no idea there was a cemetery bordering our property—but there it is.
No... I don’t think I’ve been staring at that cemetery from my window since childhood. It hasn’t been planted in my head all these years to subliminally inspire my fixation with death. This is a surprise—and, improvising, I don’t hesitate to climb over the wall into the graveyard.

Headstones, flowers... Moss eats at the stone like a cancer. Flowers left by loved ones are wilting, as though no one has come here in ages. Yes, time and damp weather eventually topple the vertical pride of tombs. A tree here and there, but mostly, the dead are crammed together in a jumble of carved rock, hammered into the soil over every corpse. I almost feel that disquiet that disorder always awakens in me. Only the pull of that sob keeps me moving forward, keeps me pushing deeper into this circumstance that has invaded the privacy of my room.

And yes... it is a child. I’m nearly ready to give up when the crying is right here, beside me, at the next grave. A child—naked...

Jesus Christ, a naked child! Four or five years old, out here in the elements, with nothing on. Have I gone insane?
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Cyrro is a boy of about four or five years old.
He’s a special child, one who feels neither cold nor shame. He isn’t built for those kinds of details.
He’s chubby, with a healthy look. And beautiful. His cheeks are round, flushed. His hair is blond, falling in graceful curls. His little fingers are short and plump, his belly a soft toad’s belly, and his backside two perfect spheres. But if he ever looks you directly in the eye, you only notice all that later—because you’ve already been captured by his tremendous blue eyes. Enormous, alive. There’s something timeless in them, as if they held ancient matter, drawn in spirals. A nebula of the cosmos, perhaps? I don’t know. I only know I can’t decipher their contents. For an instant, you feel as though you see yourself reflected there, as in the waters of a polar pond—your face on the surface, and a starry sky shimmering behind it.

And he cries, of course. Otherwise I wouldn’t have found him.
Though... he cries without tears. A cry of loneliness, pure and simple. You don’t need much intuition to see that he’s lost... or that he’s been misplaced. It doesn’t matter which.
“Hey... little one...” I say, when I pick him up and try to warm him against my chest. But two things silence me, strip me of initiative. One is that he isn’t cold. He’s warm—warmth untouched by the weather. The natural laws of hot and cold do not apply to Cyrro. Cyrro is something else. Cyrro transcends nature.

The second thing is his weight. No child that healthy-looking is so light. Holding him costs me nothing, as if his insides were filled with air, not flesh.

“What are you doing out here alone?” I ask, once I recover myself.

“I got lost,” he says. His voice is beautiful.

“Where are your parents?”

“I got lost,” he repeats. Of course... he’s right. If he knew where they were, he wouldn’t be lost.

“Are you hungry?” I ask, by instinct. Some fleeting thought makes me wonder if he’s been out here for a long time and might be starving.

He blinks, puzzled. Hungry? What is hungry? That’s what his look seems to say as he wipes away the tears he doesn’t have and stares at me in turn:

“No,” he says. He couldn’t be more sincere.

“Where do you live?”

He shrugs. Honestly, most children his age wouldn’t know how to answer that.

“All right. Don’t worry,” I finally say. “We’ll find a safe place until I know who your parents are.”

And he nods. Just like kids do when they follow a stranger without being quite sure of what they’re doing. I suppose many children wear that angelic, troubled expression when some pervert lures them home with candy. All it would take
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