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    To the love I lost. Loving you was as beautiful as you.
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Oliver Doyle did not die screaming like others did, but the sounds he made were worse and more vicious in the wounds they left behind. It was inevitable for his manner of death. Blood filling the throat will always make its presence known. It will speak its own language, a universal one at that. And it will be heard. I heard it. I even felt the ripples of each gurgle vibrating through my body. The sounds of Oliver choking on his own blood enveloped me. They followed me out of my dreams and into the waking world, attached to me by its talons deeply dug into my flesh. They buried themselves within me, making the cacophony a monster I couldn’t outrun. And it came with an unmistakable heaviness that joined with the weight of a thousand unseen eyes staring me down. That burden pressed on my chest. With each breath I took, I strained beneath the weight, struggling to raise my chest enough to take in anything hardier than a puff of air.

I ignored it, though. Despite how critical air was to my survival, my mind was drawn and promptly consumed by the sight I had just witnessed: the universe’s rehearsal for what would unfold in just a few hours. That was all I could focus on. 

It had hit me before: that image. I had been a bystander in that scene more times than I could count, but even still, there was a detail or two I was missing, scraps of information I desperately needed for everything else to fall into place. So I searched for them. I dug deeper into the nightmare and the swirl of horrors filling my head, but it was hard to see. The most critical detail of all did not come to me at first glance, but I slowed my breathing and looked down at the phone dropped by Oliver’s shaky hand. 

“5:01,” the screen said. 

“5:01,” I whispered to myself.

The sound was airy and breathless, but saying that time came naturally to me, as if reciting it was the thing I had always been meant to do. This was my destiny, it seemed. Or it might as well have been. Some of the nuance was lost in thinking that way, but that only lightened the load. 

So I kept repeating it over and over again. With each iteration, my voice grew stronger, and with that growing power, my grip on this fleeting detail tightened as well. I let my hold tighten until the figurative knuckles went white and my voice started to crack. Both things warned of an imminent system failure if I didn’t let up. But I couldn’t. I had to keep it going. I couldn’t let that minute go.

It might not have been up to me. I knew that it could escape, pried from my hands by a weakness of the mind. So I turned to another method of entrapping that fleeting minute and hour that drew its permanence from its physical existence. My arm stretched out to the side, batting around in the darkness. At first, it only found the smooth surface of my cheap side table. Then came the softer plastic of the lamp, telling me I was going in the wrong direction. I moved away from it bit by bit until finally, I felt the familiar texture of a red faux-leather notebook. 

It was where it needed to be. It waited at the post that it was allotted once I assigned it to this task on the night I first dreamed of Oliver’s end. That was a week ago. 

Only a week, I reminded myself. It felt much longer. 

There was no time to dwell on that. I was in the middle of something else. I picked up the notebook, ignoring the slight tremble in my hand.

“5:01,” I whispered again. “5:01.”

The notebook was relatively easy to find. It sat there and waited for its summons. On the other hand, pens tend to disappear in the dark. It’s a part of their nature. Their rounded edges let them slip into hands and into the void in equal measure. And though they should not have been able to distinguish between the two, it seemed as if they did. They preferred escape to their purpose and acted accordingly. Or rather, my pens often did as much, particularly when they were needed. Like that night. While I slept and was tormented by a rather bloody sight, they had slipped into the darkness and away from me. 

I was left to search for them, gritting my teeth to hold in the growing frustration and desperation that was threatening to eat me alive. There was no time for such things. As painful as they were, they were–by some standards–luxuries. This business with the pen was more important than acknowledging the storm. I kept searching. I had to keep searching. 

It didn’t have to be a pen. A pencil would do. Or really any writing utensil that could leave its mark as it glided across the page. With that, I could record Oliver’s time of death into this notebook. Or, in other words, I could add the final detail into this record of his relatively short life. 

I shuddered at the acknowledgment, but I had to push through all the same. I couldn’t let myself focus on the specifics, on what the notebook should be called. There was no one term that particularly fit well. But as far as records go, the one I had made for and of Oliver was not particularly good or thorough. There were plenty of gaps and perhaps some inaccuracies amidst the many vignettes I had loosely stitched together. It both was and wasn’t my fault. I had done the best I could, but I had only been shown so much. Dutifully, I wrote down all I had or thought I had, but at the very least, it needed an ending. And though I wanted a better one than what I knew was coming, I couldn’t conjure one up out of nowhere. I couldn’t rewrite Oliver’s ending. The best I could do was soften it. Or so I was inclined to think.

As my mind started to wander, my hand suddenly brushed against something in the dark. The sensation jolted me back into the moment, back into the reality of it all. This thing that I had come across was about the right shape for a pen, though it was larger than I was expecting. That didn’t matter. I set aside my expectations and let the fat cylinder fall into my hand. 

Now armed, I sat up in bed and carefully opened the notebook to the ribbon marking the first blank page available to me. 

“5:01,” I whispered one last time as I wrote it largely across the page. 

The characters were easy to form, but my hand shook all the while. The characters were easy to form, at least. There was little room or potential for error. I doubted that I could have made the text illegible or so illegible that the approximate shapes could not jog my memory and make it possible for me to recapture the details I was so desperate to hold onto. But even still, I found myself worrying about the very act that was supposed to bring me security. 

I could have turned on the light and checked my handiwork while the number was still fresh in my mind, but I dreaded the thought. To bathe the room in light would be to summon the sun, I feared. Or at least, it would conjure up thoughts of the morning, of that new day that brought the end of Oliver Doyle’s life with. 

I should have shuddered at the thought, but my body was too weak to do as much. It was at the whims of the unnamed energies swelling and swirling within me. The storm could have knocked me to and fro but I anchored myself to that time, to that small detail. It was a single thread amidst the ocean, but I would not loosen my grip. 

“5:01,” I repeated as I tried to drown out the sound of a man choking on his own blood. 

The two were too closely intertwined for that strategy to work. I kept trying anyway.

Carefully, as if the faux-leather cover and every sheet of recycled paper within were made of glass, I shut the book and set it back on the table. The writing utensil–whose identity remained unknown–was then set free to disappear into whatever void called to it. It had served its purpose. What came next was not mine to dictate. 

I, on the other hand, remained very much bound to a purpose, trapped in a cosmic role I didn’t understand. I was no different than the pen or whatever I had used just then. Much like the pen whose letters are drafted and designed by a writer, my motions were not fully innate to me. The ink flowed through me. The hand controlled me. Neither spoke in advance of its plans or intention. There were just the motions, and I was left to go along with it until I reached my end. For the pen, that end was clear. For me, it was far more ambiguous.  

Right then, these forces were redirecting me back into my bed. I laid my head back down on the pillow as the corner of my fitted sheet popped off my mattress. The elastic snapped back with a force that could have alarmed some, but I was used to it. This was a nightly occurrence. As a result, I was so unbothered that I only laid there. There was no real reason to put it back. There was no incentive when I knew it was just going to pop off again. So I wrapped myself up more tightly in my blankets as if that embrace could offer me some protection from anything other than the cold chill in the air. 

As I let my eyes drift shut, I found myself whispering again to nothing and for no real reason. It was just the action I was left with. 

“5:01,” I whispered, as if I could see a familiar figure amongst the shadows.

“5:01,” I whispered again as if that figure were that lost lover Atlas, still at my side.

“5:01,” I whispered as if Atlas were there with me, his head turned away from me with his dark eyes consumed by someone else or some other thought.

“5:01,” I whispered as if he would care.

It was just a mirage, though, or so I had to think. If he were there, he never made himself known. But he was often like that in life as well. Death wouldn’t be any different. 
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Oliver Doyle was not a vain man, not in the slightest, but he was a romantic. He wasn’t after aesthetic achievements society told him to want. But he did like the idea of magic and chance encounters. He liked stories where everything just clicked into place with ease and beauty. 

But even still, a romantic has preferences. It can describe down to the smallest detail the sort of person that their heart wants: looks, temperament, and the like. The romantic had to fill his fantasies with someone, after all, and though he is not so fully aware of it, he grew attached to that imaginary person. Said person is always easy to love but impossible to find. There is a chance they exist to the specificity that the heart has detailed, but it is not likely. 

The romantic must realize this. His life journey will be spent in learning that difficult and–at times–painful lesson. But as he goes about this quest, he will encounter another light, one bright enough to fill the space this fantasy will leave behind. However, it does not always start off so shining and shimmering that it could melt the statue away, but as love grows, what starts off as a faint spark must be tended to, fed, and nurtured. And in time, it can grow into a fierce blaze. That fire can destroy the pretender who came before.

Or that was what I wanted to believe. This game of philosophy I played with myself was my only consolation prize for all that I dealt with. Death will reveal a lot, after all. Not just in the moment it comes but in the buildup as well. I couldn’t share these musings, but they could console or entertain me at various times. Right then, as I slipped on a new outfit that I would likely never wear again, it was a distraction. It consumed my mind as I fell into this persona: the stripped-down version of myself that could serve as a blank canvas for Oliver to paint his fantasies onto. 

That’s how the desperation of a romantic shows: not in the desire to destroy but to create. Destruction is still possible, but creation comes easily when there is space for it to take hold.

That worked for me. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to crawl out of my skin, anyway. It wasn’t like I was unwilling to clear the field and let his desires fill the blank space left behind. It wasn’t as if I was offering something I wasn’t ready or eager to give. 

But when it came to clothes, there was a complication, Oliver Doyle knew nothing of fashion. He only knew that he liked certain colors: bright reds and oranges, specifically. They didn’t suit him (his skin had a colder undertone to it), but he adored them all the same. He saw passion in them. It reminded him of a fire that sustains and destroys in equal measures. And much like any moth, he was drawn to it. 

I couldn’t say the same. I much preferred blacks and greys. 

“The Nordic Way,” I heard a woman whisper once to describe that particular style as she watched me in the moments before her end.

I never bothered to find out if she was right or what that term actually meant. It didn’t seem relevant considering what was about to transpire. But the memory took root all the same. It lingered in my head. Physically, she was gone. Her body–damaged by the fall–had long been laid to rest. Or cremated, her obituary had said, but what came of her ashes, I wouldn’t know. It wasn’t my place to know. It just meant that the record of her life that sat amidst the others would forever be incomplete by some standards.

But nearly all of them were incomplete. Much like with Oliver’s, they were full of holes and laced with unanswered questions. That was just how it would be. No matter how many dreams about someone I was hit with, I could never have the full story. But what I did have was there, hastily and hurriedly written down. Lines of text danced around the pre-printed lines, straying often from that framework. None of the many faux-leather notebooks that filled my bookshelf, desk, and table were particularly neat, and a couple were starting to wear down from time and my occasional handling. For some, the outermost layer of material was starting to chip off. That wasn’t right, I knew. It was inevitable but not right. These lives deserved more care and a better memorial than what they currently had. I needed to transfer those records over and into something better. I would remind myself of that frequently, but I never did it. I never had time. There was always something else to deal with. Or some other story to handle, some other death to witness. 

I tried not to think about that and occupied my mind with some other task instead. Getting dressed was the obvious choice, though that wasn’t much of a challenge. I had chosen my outfit the night before: a loose red blouse that gave my body some dimension and lines for the eyes to follow. For pants, I just had a pair of basic black slacks, something comfortable and versatile. The pockets were particularly appealing. If need be, I could slide my citrine jewelry into them. I had just bought them, and so the weight, however slight, was something I would tire of in time. But the bracelets were beautiful. The stone seemed too pale for the vision I was going for, but it found a different way to fit into the fantasy I was carefully creating. Oliver associated it with the attraction of love, which was not completely accurate but a forgivable mistake.

Despite my concerns, everything slipped onto my body with ease. Too much ease, if the waistline of my pants was anything to go by. With that, the downward pull of gravity made itself known, tugging at the hemline of my dark pants and finding little resistance anywhere else. I greeted its mischief with a harsh curse, but there wasn’t much else I could do about it. I didn’t own a belt. Not anymore. 

So I brushed the thought out of my head and raced towards the door and the pile of shoes stacked beside it. It wasn’t a sustainable arrangement, I knew. It was disorderly and potentially dangerous. How many deaths had I seen that involved a trip and fall? I shuddered at the mere thought of the answer. I knew it wasn’t zero. But even still, I couldn’t bring myself to clean it up. There was a monster lurking at the bottom of the pile, waiting to strike my hand if it got too close. 

A lot of people have known a specific sort of pain from high heels. They are a footwear that is not particularly known for providing comfort. But I was uniquely vulnerable to its poisons. 

So even though Oliver Doyle would have preferred the heels (he saw an elegance to walking in them that I too once believed in), I ignored them in favor of a pair of black flats. Boots would have been preferable, given the weather, but the flats were on top. They were always on top, granting them a perpetual advantage. 

It was a pattern I had fallen into. There was comfort in that sort of thing: in always knowing what would come next in ways both big and small. Routine was a blanket I could wrap myself in during the worst of my storms. It was nearly thread-bare, but its presence was enough. Usually.

“What will you say?” a voice asked. “He’s not inclined to believe you.”

“They never are,” I whispered back, unsure who I was addressing. 

I wanted it to be Atlas. It was never Atlas. He lingered in the back of my mind and out of the corner of my eyes, but he moved silently through those spaces and stepped around these other specters like a slow breeze. But it all happened with some sense of purpose, though the pattern was hard for me to see. If I could watch it, it would be like herding dog surveying its flock. It would be him taking control, assuring that everything was orderly and not in the chaotic state he had died in.

Flinching, I slipped on my maroon coat, one purchased just for the occasion from a store on State Street that I never stepped into before. Its red and white logo had been in one too many dreams–the backdrop for one too many deaths–for me to want to visit. But this was a gift, I supposed, for someone who could not take it with him. 

“Will it hurt?” another voice asked, weak and mild.

It wasn’t a fresh question but a haunting line repeating in my mind, a warning of what would come if Oliver did believe me about the visions and the doom they spelled out for him. 

And what would it do? There was no right answer. There was no good answer. Some deaths didn’t hurt, but his would. It had to and in so many ways. Some ways I could soften. Others, not so much.

“5:01,” I said to myself. 

It was less than 12 hours away. There was hardly any room for useless questions. I sighed as I grabbed my bag and my keys. 

Not telling Oliver had always been the plan. The fantasy was the plan, and it had no room for the truth and all the loose threads that came with it. We could do nothing about his end, so why not make the last day–his last day–the sort of thing he had always dreamed of?

Or so I thought. But I could hear Atlas scoffing in the distance. He never liked my ideas. But I was done asking him what I should do about these things. 

I started out the door, but before I could turn the doorknob, I realized something. 

I almost forgot the notebook. 
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Oliver Doyle was—by every standard—a good man. I wrote that in the red notebook numerous times, but each time, that description felt hollow and without substance. It didn’t seem to capture what I was trying to say. That common expression evoked an image without a clear definition. And in this instance, the image wasn’t enough. The record needed the certainty and structure that a definition could bring. But what else could I add besides the details that also felt insufficient somehow. And yet, I found myself always drifting back to that phrase and others like it. Oliver Doyle was kind and generous of spirit. Many people weren’t, and to many people, those rare and distinct traits could be summed up simply as “good.” If anything, it was a failure of language that I couldn’t come up with something better. And yet, I still felt compelled to try and spin some grand new word or term for all that he was. I was compelled to do it, but nothing came to mind. That being said, he had his limits and failures, as everyone does. There were things he didn’t do, which overlapped greatly with the things he couldn’t do. Monetary donations never happened. Between his student loan payments and poor financial habits, Oliver didn’t have much more than a couple cents to spare between paychecks. But while money wasn’t something he could give, he was willing to offer up himself, his time, and his labor to anyone he encountered. And in some way, that was worth more than a few dollars. 

The math on that was complicated, I knew. The ledger of life was prone to getting messy. Its conclusions were often hard to see, but I was willing to say–wholeheartedly–that Oliver Doyle was a good soul, the sort of man who deserved a long life. Unfortunately, that was not what he was going to get.

As if I could ever forget that. As if I could ever forget how unfairly life and death operated. It was a truth I could never escape. Death lingered in the air around me as I waited for Oliver to show. It was comfortable in the cold air of an early spring in Chicago. As beautiful as this city is, the weather is hardly ever kind, but that transition from winter to spring was especially painful. The clouds that claimed and filled the sky were an almost sickly gray, hovering in that limbo where they were just about to empty themselves out on a populace braced for impact. When that happened, there would be some catharsis or a sense of relief that it was over, but the city never really needed the rain. In fact, the water would gather in the city’s various crevices and on the street, waiting to be tracked into buildings by the many people racing to their destinations. On a rainy day, every entryway in Chicago was drenched, and it bothered me. It was inevitable and harmless, but I hated it all the same. 

That was why I hadn’t put on my heels, I told myself, even though I knew it wasn’t true. In fact, the shoes I was wearing were even more impractical. But they were flat, and they kept me close to the wet ground. It was okay, though. The water didn’t frighten me. I wasn’t going to melt. So it was something else I needed to not think about.

I sighed, taking in the warm aroma of freshly brewed coffee and the undertones of various other baked goods. The air steadied me, and even with so little to go off of, I could understand why Oliver had come to love this place so. 

I was inclined to understand him, for whatever reason. There was a lot to love about that place, yes. He saw the goodness in it like he did in so many other things, but there was something to be said about his devotion to consistency. This was the cafe he started every weekday morning in. And sometimes–on weekend mornings when his body forced him to wake up at the usual time–he would still stroll down to the Enigma Cafe and immerse himself amidst a crowd that he thought of as his community. It was a nice lie he never challenged, but the dreams crushed the illusion. So I knew that no one visited that cafe with the same consistency that he did. The crowd of faces around him were constantly shifting, but he hadn’t noticed. Enigma had too many tourists, too many business professionals going to conferences, and too many overly serious finance professionals to ever house the sort of community Oliver was looking for. And frankly, there was no need for him to know that. 

But I knew. The bitterness of that truth sat on my tongue and its taste lingered there while still crawling down my throat. It spread quickly and efficiently, stinging each bit of flesh it passed over. I hated it, but it was mine to swallow. So I forced it down. 

It resisted, of course. Difficult truths like that are seldom compatible with human anatomy. Our bodies aren’t meant to handle certain stressors, but we often find ourselves trying to bear the weight anyway. And a battle ensues that shows itself in various ways. For me and in that moment, it was a fullness of the throat and the impulse to retch. 

I couldn’t indulge, though. So instead, I lowered my head and stared at the notebook in front of me. 

Despite how attached I had been to this object, it surprised me in some ways. Its red seemed more vibrant than I remembered it. Not just from the darkness of last night. Every memory I had was of a duller color than what faced me. But on the other hand, the paper was less white, less clean. Even the untouched pages looked more tattered and worn than I remember. The outside burned while the inside withered. 

I blinked my eyes, trying to make sense of it. But it wasn’t even a hallucination, just an odd trick of the light. Or so I was ready to call it.

Reality lingered in the corner of my eye. It had the provenance of the notebook handy, as if that would be helpful. I disagreed, but I found myself strolling through that history all the same. It was something to do besides waiting. Not that the story was particularly fascinating. It was just another shopping trip. I had bought it a few months ago as part of a batch of other notebooks from a stationary shop in the Andersonville neighborhood. Despite the shop’s reputation, there was nothing that made it special to me. There was no particular reason for the visit. It was just there, in the right place, as I went about my work. Andersonville–for all its charms–wasn’t the sort of place I found myself. In reality, I was only there because of some other death and my assumed mission to ensure a child didn’t witness the bloody aftermath. 

Instinctively, I flinched at the memory. Death wasn’t always so gory. Sometimes it was. I had seen my fair share of internal organs, but it hadn’t desensitized me. The act was simple, at least. Children are prone to distraction, and the screams of the crowd will quickly correct a parent’s inattention. That task was simple (somehow), but it left me with an afternoon in an unfamiliar place once I slipped away from the scene. I found myself wandering around as I waited for my bus. At some point, I saw the store and vaguely remembered the social media posts of pen enthusiasts fangirling over it. Those videos didn’t move me, but I needed more notebooks. I shuddered at the truth. As much as I didn’t want it to be so, there would be more visions and thus more lives to record. But who it would be and what sort of notebook would suit them was yet to be determined. I wouldn’t know until the dreams started. So as I browsed the selection–a wall of notebooks with labelled brand names I didn’t recognize–I tried to stay noncommittal. I focused on notebooks that had something like a universal quality to them, but that felt wrong somehow.

It caught my eye on a lower level, gathered in a section of shelving that was far from glamorous. The color just begged to be looked at, and once it had your attention, the inevitable conversation happened as it begged to be placed in your shopping basket. And I couldn’t deny that it made a compelling argument. And yet, a vibrant red notebook felt like a gamble. It was somewhat gaudy but not enough so that it had a unique personality. The sort of person it suited was not immediately obvious. But I bought it anyway. 

I just knew it worked for Oliver Doyle. Somehow. Not that I could explain how or where this connection came from. But it just worked. And–as a happy accident–it just so happened to match my shirt.

It was fate, I would suppose, if I was inclined to believe in such a thing. 

Without that belief, my mind was left to wander again. Absentmindedly, I thumbed through the pages. The new, untouched slips on the bottom fell in one large batch. They moved us one, unable to distinguish themselves from the mass without a pen marking to set them apart. The used pages towards the front of the notebook responded one by one. Each leapt down from my thumb to the stack below, as if they all expected to be the sheet I was looking for. But I was looking for nothing. I was just waiting. 

“5:01,” I whispered again, largely out of that newly created habit. 

Novelty aside, it seemed just as binding as any habit could hope to be. There was simply a power to it that I could not ignore, though the number was written down now. It no longer lived in my head, and so, I did not need to recite it so religiously. But I couldn’t help it. 

That was the most recent entry, my last deposit into that notebook, that record of a life I was now pulled into. That was the message I had been so desperate to record. It was a way to capture it and to prevent it from escaping, which had seemed like an impossible challenge. But now that it was done, it seemed so simple, and the result seemed so small. By many standards, it was. On its own, it was just the time. That’s what someone else would see. Someone peering over my shoulder would see what they knew was a minute and hour from the way it was formatted. But that was all.

More digging wouldn’t help. Other pages of the notebooks might have had hastily thrown together sketches I had resorted to when words failed me and my mind was weak, but this page was just the time. There was no hint and no context for even the most skilled detective to draw an inference from. The choice to use highlighter would have been odd, but there wouldn’t have been a specific reason for it besides my being out of sorts. And there were a lot of reasons to be slightly losing your mind nowadays.

But if they happen to notice the date on the opposite page. Their curiosity might be further stoked. We were narrowing in on something, clearly, but there was no real sign as to what. And times can be innocuous. They can mark big events but also small, fleeting moments in time. 

“April 3rd,” I muttered to myself. “5:01.”

That minute marked the official end of the standard workday. In theory, it could just be about that. There were several offices in the area. I could have belonged to any one of them. Begrudgingly belonged, of course. And I might have been celebrating the end of some tenure or just the end of the workday. 

No one else would be able to figure it out, and they didn’t need to know. Death happens all the time, really, so every minute marked the end of someone’s life. And in that way, that specific bite lost its edge. And they didn’t know Oliver anyway. The specifics would be lost on them. But not lost entirely. 

I slipped a pen out of my bag and traced over the numbers again, anchoring them in something more concrete and serious than the ink of a bright yellow highlighter. It didn’t matter, in some ways. By some standards it was pointless, but it made me feel better to have such a serious figure in a more serious ink. But the highlighter ink remained, of course. And suddenly, the pen strokes that held the end of Oliver’s life now had an ominous glow about them. That was fitting. It called to mind the impossibility of it all. It made this prediction more mystical and magical. 

But it also called into mind the sound of Oliver’s death: the gurgling and choking as his own blood gathered in his lungs. There was also screaming and yelling that cut through the noise, worsening it. The sounds of death were a storm that could be fed and grown with every crack and squeak. But no matter the size, it was hard to escape. It stuck to you, and I already had quite a bit of baggage. 

I had tried to forget it, tried to shake myself loose and let this weight fall where it may, but it never worked that way.

It didn’t matter, I tried to convince myself. But that was easier said than done. 

I had the sense to know that I needed to ground myself, but that was where my sense ended. I didn’t know how. Or if it could be done, given the stakes. But I tried to do what the online blogs said to do. I picked five things around me. I envisioned myself on a spring day in a place with better weather. I took deep breaths. But no matter what I tried, the buzzing throughout my body continued, an unmistakable tension remained in my body, my jaw was clenched, and my heart was twisted in my chest. Everything was wrong in a way that didn’t quite hurt but was on the verge of hurting. And anticipation had its own pains as well. 

A shiver shot my back. It meant to offer some sort of warning, some sort of urging to disengage, but I couldn’t. This was my destiny. This was my role in the universe, nonsensical as it was at times. 

Beside me, death’s looming presence urged me to do something different. It spurned me onward and urged me to be done with it already.

Or maybe that was my voice. I couldn’t tell anymore.

There were already so many reasons to escape myself, to shed myself of all the curses that were linked with who I was. I didn’t need one more. So instead of interrogating the accusation I had levied at myself, I pushed through the day’s itinerary. This was the time I needed to step more into the character I had crafted: the sort of woman Oliver could fall in love with and spend his last day with. I had to become the person he wanted to be. 

And maybe, just maybe, I could stay that way. 

In the distance, Atlas snickered. Or so I heard. It was what he always did, and the sound was so enmeshed in all that he was that even the most fleeting thought of him included it. 

But he did have a point, and so I tried to slip into character. To do that, I turned my attention towards the to-go cup in front of me. The cardboard sleeve against the white cup invited the eye in and beckoned me to stare. I accepted the invitation. Eagerly. I fell in as deeply as I could. 

In a silent toast to his last day alive, I had ordered Oliver Doyle’s usual drink at this–his favorite–cafe in the city. I knew these things to be facts in the absolutely true and behind debate sort of way. Said facts were written towards the front of my notebook. They were some of the first things to cut through the vision of blood and decay. It was always like that. The death came first. It was the vision to lead all others, and then came the rest of the day. The start of it, the part most removed from the carnage, did not wait too long to arrive. 

The cafe’s logo, a question mark coming out of a coffee cup, had stuck out in my mind when I first saw it. There was an absurdity about this place that won me over. For one, Enigma Brew didn’t feel like a coffee shop name. It combined things that did not naturally fit together, giving the name a random if not artificial feeling. But I then supposed that the titular enigma was perhaps the name itself. The choice was the mystery being referenced. Which was a thought that did not wholly make sense, but it was not as harmless, heavy, or barbed as everything else in the visions was and all of existence is. And so I embraced it. 

But on the other hand, there was no bloodshed in Enigma Brew. There were no signs or symptoms of the terror that was to come, which made it something of a haven, whatever my other grievances might have been. 

The name didn’t exactly roll off the tongue, but it grew on me. Which was great because the name seemed inescapable. The logo in front of me called it to mind, but more than that, as I sat and waited, I could faintly see a reminder of that name in the corner of my eye. It was painted on the cafe window with vibrant reds and greens, a remnant of Christmas, perhaps. Regardless, that gave some life to the dreary world outside, but it was the wrong kind of life. It was a seasonally misplaced kind of life. But that was the sort of thing Chicago found forgivable. Or rather, it could not bring itself to care as long as the holiday was not being directly invoked. My own opinion was yet undecided, but it wasn’t the most pressing demand on my mind. 

So instead of thinking about the painting and the color palette of a holiday gone by, I sat at the bar against the window, staring out at the city street. It was a normal street, a normal city view, and this was a normal cafe. 

Except, it wasn’t. This was Oliver’s cafe, against all odds. Despite its absurd name and depersonalized clientele, it was his cafe. It had sheltered him, and in some ways (albeit small ways), it shaped him. 

Case in point: Oliver Doyle’s go-to beverage came from a mishap at this cafe. He had first tried a London fog because of an accident, something like the slip of the barista’s pen. Later, said barista would say that he had simply misheard Oliver when he was placing his order, which was frustrating, to be sure, but it was also almost comically nonsensical. How does one confuse a flat white with a London fog? Oliver asked himself that a thousand times, and he never figured it out. It seemed to him that the names of both drinks and the syllables involved were distinct enough that there was no room for this specific error, but when I looked at the issue, I didn’t find it so perplexing. “Misheard” simply might have been the wrong word. It could have just been a “misfiring” of the brain. The barista was likely just distracted, for one reason or another. His mind was elsewhere. Like in London, perhaps? And the drink his mind brought back for Oliver after that excursion was something like a souvenir or an unintended gift.

Either way, it all worked out for Oliver. He actually did love the drink when he tried it. The words “London fog” hadn’t sounded promising, but it turned out to be everything he ever wanted in a drink. The flavor profile was complex as a good Earl Grey often is, but the hint of sweetness pulled it all together. 

On Oliver Doyle’s last day alive, I seized the opportunity to try one for myself, and I had to agree. It was pretty good. 

Actually, Oliver thought it was more than pretty good. He said as much to the barista who apologized profusely when the mistake was discovered. Oliver wasn’t mad, though, and he did his best to make that obvious. 

“Well, my ancestors did come from England,” he joked. “Liking this drink is just in my blood, I guess.”

It wasn’t a particularly good or well-executed joke. As a result, the humorous intention didn’t come through properly, and so the barista—Cedric, his name was—thought the statement was just an attempt to diffuse any tension that might have come from that honest mistake. Even the intention was appreciated, though. For a barista, that was enough, but for Oliver, it was far from it. It didn’t accomplish what he wanted it to. To Oliver, the best assurance wasn’t the absence of anger or aggression but the presence of laughter or joy. He sought those things with his poor attempt at a joke, but it hadn’t worked out.

There was something noble about that, I thought to myself as I read that story in the notebook. It was a rather short one, and I had written it out with a clear desperation to record something joyful and happy amidst the despair and blood. The letters showed my hastiness and the shaking of my hand. Lines were not straight or level. There was a chaos in my writing that I just couldn’t ignore, but it couldn’t be helped back then. 

I had seen blood and guts before. Gore wasn’t something I could handle without a twisting in my stomach, but that was something I could push through. It bothered me, but it didn’t overtake me and swallow me whole. That small detail did, and it was the scale that gave it power. While that might seem impossible, it’s only at that level that one truly sees humanity. For our all expressions of grandeur, we find ourselves and each other in the little things. And I wasn’t ready to see that reminder, not when I was fresh off of the visions of his death. 

Not that the universe or whatever afflicted me with this curse really cared. If it did, it only wanted to know simply so it could spite me. And there was nothing I could do about it.

Wincing, I closed the notebook. I tried to be gentle, but even still, the impact rippled through me and the air around me as if I had slammed it shut with every bit of force my body could muster. The imagined noise cut through the small coffee shop and the many sounds that filled it during such a busy time of day.

Or so I thought. I looked around, expecting the stares and the scorn that such an interruption would have earned me. But there were none. No one was reacting. No one seemed to notice me. Everyone was in their own little world
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