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His eyes are quenched.  The thread is broken.  The room has flown;

all that remains is the foul breath of poison, and one small stranded figure,

the figure of some woman, dwindling, fading, disappearing in the distance.

Jean Cocteau, 

from Les Enfants Terribles
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Jackie snapped his motorcycle out of gear and pressed down on the break pedal.  He squinted in the light of the setting sun as it cast a brilliant orange sheet across the crumbling roadway.  When the glare cleared he could make out the figure of a man standing about fifty yards ahead in the middle of the tarmac.  The man raised his hand and coughed. 

“Got a cigarette?” the man asked as Jackie approached.

“No.”

“What time is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“What day is it?”

“Don’t know that either.”

“Seems like you don’t know fucking nothing,” said the man.

“Sorry.”  Jackie shrugged his shoulders and focused his gaze beyond the man to a point as far down the road as his vision allowed.  His motorcycle was suddenly a frail canoe whirling down a long black river towards some final destination he could not possibly envision and wished would never come.

“Where am I?” asked the man.  He looked around in vacant uncertainty and stumbled as if he’d just woken up and had no recollection of their interchange from only a moment before.

The fifth circle.”

“Where are you going?”

“Nowhere.”

The man stepped closer and gave Jackie a look that said he knew he was up to something and whatever it was it wasn’t going to last much longer before someone found out.  “Who are you running from?” he asked.

“What’s it to you?”

“I need a ride.”

“Sorry.  I’d have to dump my side bag to make room.”

“Who are you running from?” the man asked again.

“People.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“You had to do something or you wouldn’t be running.”

“Why can’t someone just run from nothing?”

“Nothing?  That’s shit.  Nobody runs from nothing.  Nothing isn’t fucking nowhere in my books.  You hear?”

Jackie gestured over to the fields of brown loam to their left.  “It’s everywhere.  Can’t you see?”

“You’re full of shit.  There ain’t nothin’ there.”

Jackie gestured for the man to get out of the way.  For all he knew the man had seen pictures of his face on TV that morning and it wouldn’t be long before he recognized him.  He pressed lightly on the accelerator and glided around the stranger.  “I’ve gotta’ move,” he said.

Jackie adjusted his earring and looked straight ahead.  To one side were the dull ruminant layers of the City shrinking off in the distance like walls of a circular labyrinth capped with myriad crumbling towers and grim metallic cupolas – Orphean smokestacks disgorging muffs of grayish smoke into the blue-black twilight as they ushered you to follow in their death dance towards some metal and concrete netherworld.

He looked in the opposite direction towards the furthest reaches of the ocean where the water met the sky in a thin grey pencil line stretching across the horizon.  For a moment he thought he could make out the figure of a great killer whale - shimmering, portentous - rolling its smooth tubular body in the light of the setting sun.  He narrowed the gap between his eyelids and the zebra hide pattern of its imagined skin faded into the zebra hide pattern conjured forth by the rippling wavelets - blackish and dancing like little knives across the blood black wash of the ocean.  A mirage.  

A gull circled for a moment before plunging through the water’s rippling black skin – a darkly heaping mass of tide and foam.  A blinding splash of silvery droplets erupted from the silky surface as the lanky bird flapped out of the water with a fish in its beak and then flew upwards.  So many birds got caught in the undertow and never came up again.  That was always the danger in these waters.  The smart ones seemed to know by instinct which parts to avoid. 

When darkness fell Jackie stopped by the roadside and hid his motorcycle behind a clump of trees.  He opened his side bag and pulled out the sleeping bag he’d just stolen that morning.  He unfurled it on the ground in front of him.  Only three months ago he was lying in Jeanette’s arms in the crazy bliss of an abandoned amusement park.  But those times had long since vanished into memories he was already struggling to resurrect - or even just curate - and now he was totally alone.  In a strange and ghastly way life had given him what he had always wanted and never expected.  Freedom.  He collapsed on the ground and wrapped himself in the sleeping bag.  In a moment he was asleep.
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Jackie ran his fingertips through his spiked black hair and looked out past the lighthouse, enjoying for the instant the play of deep azure forms reflected back into the blazing firmament from the mirror of the sea.  The vast array of cloud formations had receded with the setting sun, leaving in their wake nothing but a mass of empty black space.  This is me, he thought as his heart began to sink and he wiped his nose with the ridge of his thumb.  Nothing but empty black space.  A gull flew by and he heard the sound of a car approaching from the distance.  A moment later a beat-up old Chevy pulled into the driveway and stopped.  Michael shifted his muscular frame in the seat and opened the door, catching the sleeve of his suede jacket on the antennae as he stepped out.  He opened the trunk of the car and pulled out two half-filled garbage bags.

“Christ,” Michael said.  “I don’t know what you want these for, but whatever it is you’d better help me carry them inside.  I’m freezing.”

Jackie took the largest bag and they walked into the kitchen of his house.  Without even flicking the light switch he dropped the bag on the floor, sucked in his cheeks and opened the refrigerator door.

“Just give me a hand and I’ll explain,” Jackie said.

They quickly emptied the contents of the refrigerator into a large cardboard box on the floor and then began to fill it up again with as many of the small brown butcher’s packages from the two garbage bags as they could.  Ten minutes later they were finished.  Jackie turned on the light and started cleaning up the blood from the floor.

“Boy, I’d give a million to see the look on her face when she sees this.”  Jackie pulled a bottle of whiskey out from under his coat and took a swig.

“To your own sister,” said Michael.  He shook his head.

“She needs it.  A dose of reality.”

Michael grabbed the bottle from Jackie and took a swig.

“Lets get out of here.  We’ve got a party to go to.”

“Leave your car here,” said Jackie.  “I’ll double you on my bike.”

Michael flicked out the lights and they walked outside.  The evening sky was fading as they mounted the rusting leather and chrome octopus, decked with its mass of mirrors and rock stickers.  It was a vintage Triumph he had just bought with money from his sixteenth birthday.  

Jackie zipped up his jacket and took a deep, almost ceremonial breath as he looked out to the beach about a hundred yards from the driveway.  The sea had always amazed him - even before it had engulfed his father six years ago.  While it gave birth to and supported millions of shimmering life forms, its silver-black waters could also kill, spewing out dead and rotting animals, slimy arms of kelp and half-cracked shells.  But the ocean was more than just the pulsing gray receptacle of life and death that stood before him.  It could rise beyond itself to become a vast paradigm of all existence, stretching out into all quarters of life and reason to stand for all that was uncontrollable and hopelessly out of reach in life.  Jeanette - the beautiful redheaded girl in his Latin class - was one such thing.  She was life and death at once embodied in a single glance – a desperate wish for a kiss or at least a hopeful embrace - every facet of that swelling black wash before him.  

“So, are we going then?” prompted Michael.  “Or are we going to just sit here staring out into the fucking water all night?”

“Suck my dick,” Jackie retorted with a sharp grin as he turned the machine’s stubby metal ignition key.  The ride into the City was always long and treacherous.  The dirt roads were more crags than road and it seemed like every day there was another story on the radio about a fatal accident on the perimeter freeway just outside the industrial sector.  The bike jolted into motion and they drove off into the grey light of dusk.

The next morning Jackie came down into the kitchen.  His mother was sitting alone at the breakfast table humming something nervous and foreboding, her ropy black hair tumbling to the shoulders of her pale blue summer dress.  She had something important to say and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to know what it was.

“Don’t you have classes this morning?” she asked.

“I’ll only miss one.  Besides, I thought you’d be at work.”

“That’s no excuse.”

“I’m sick.”

“I’m the one who should be sick after seeing what you put in the fridge last night.  You’re lucky I don’t ground you.  That’s what your father would have done.”

“It was a joke.  It wasn’t even meant for you – but it could just as well have been.  You two eat too much diet food.  I thought that giving her all that fat would help her get back into real food.”

She stood up and placed her arm on his shoulder and gazed into his eyes with a look of both authority and surrender as if to ask for his approval while also telling him in the same breath that he had no say in what was about to happen. 

“Not this again.”

“I’m sorry.  It’s just that...”

“That what?”

“I might as well spring it on you as painlessly as possible.”

“What, then?”

“Well, I don’t know how to say this but...”

“But?”

She cleared her throat and looked straight into his tense expectant eyes.  “I don’t want to beat around the bush, so I’m going to be abrupt.”  Jackie looked at her and said nothing.  After a long silence she shrugged her shoulders and continued.  “I know you might be shocked at this, and I’ve tried as I hard as I could...you see, life does things you just can’t predict.”

“I thought you weren’t going to beat around the bush.”

“Well, then.  If you would just give me a chance.”  She put her hand on his shoulder and looked down at the floor as though she were ashamed of something and didn’t want him to know about it.  “I’m seeing a new man.”

Jackie nodded his head in silence.  It was best he pretended not to care.  He had no idea who this new joker was and he didn’t feel like hearing about it.  He had been living with his mother and sister in the house by the sea for almost six years since his father’s death.  She had worked at a Law office in the City as a secretary for the last five years, and had only seen one other man, a cheerful auto dealer who liked to play cards, and even then for only six weeks before he moved away and they never heard from him again.  The entrance of another man into his mother’s life represented the entrance of another man into his life.  It was an invasion that had to be averted at all costs.

“We can talk later,” he said, his calm indifference having slowly peeled away to reveal a look of derision.  She gazed deeply into his eyes and smiled as though his expression had no effect on her.  He felt for a moment he was isolated from the rest of the world by a great obsidian wall and that anything he could possibly do or feel would never have any influence on anyone.

He walked out of the room, grabbed his keys and then left the house.  He zipped up his jacket and walked over to the silver-gray Triumph parked beside the shed in the back.  He checked his backpack one last time.  He had his binoculars for spying, he had his flask of whiskey for lunch, he had his iPod for math class, and best of all he had his Geisheirra comics for English class.  

He turned the ignition key and dropped the clutch.  Being careful not to slip on the surface of the morning grass, still glistening with dew, he steered his motorcycle slowly over the unpaved path leading to the back door of the house and then out to the secondary dirt road.  His wheels spun up as he pulled away from their lot.  In minutes he was following the narrow road along the ocean cliffs, which eventually met up with the main artery that led into the City.  Past a line of abandoned wooden sheds and through a five mile stretch of switchbacks; then inwards and away from the cliffs.  Through a patch of sparse forest breaking into a long dull clearing that eventually led to a smoldering black shell of a field that marked the beginning of an industrial sector.  After passing a row of refineries the traffic thickened.  Traffic gathered and he soon found himself surrounded on all sides by cars and trucks.  He peeled off the next exit to a paved side road in order to get away.

The City was divided into five imaginary circles that corresponded exactly to the five zones created by the transit company for their colored map and pricing system.  The sky had darkened and a light coat of rain covered the pavement.  He breathed deeply as he examined his surroundings with a hard and compassionless gaze.  Factories and freeways etched into the surface of the earth like conducting veins on a silicon microchip.  This was the fifth zone.  Here all the people were greedy.  They drove from factory to bloody sick factory with their long hourglass faces carrying seemingly identical nylon tote bags filled with coke cans and vending machine lunches.  They were destined not for greatness in this circle, but rather for grayness.  Perhaps it was a bad pun, but unfortunately it was true.  In this circle people had dust for skin and although they all seemed to see themselves as lucky-sons-of-a-bitches with bright futures somewhere in the middle of the corporate ladder, they were really just the gatekeepers of the City’s own special version of Hell.  

The next stage of descent brought him past a row of strip malls into the fourth circle, a more residential sector where the people always seemed to be shopping.  It was the biggest of the five zones.  Its boundaries stretched deep into the City’s dark angularity and outwards to the putty-grayness of the outer circle.  It was easy to get trapped.  Some families got seduced by its mock sense of bliss and ended up staying there forever.  He looked over his shoulder at the rear window of and SUV.  The seats were filled with grocery bags, children and fishing gear.  He always thought these people looked happy on the surface but underneath their Botox smiles simmered a sense of hidden dissatisfaction.  He almost felt sorry for them.  They were damned to go on borrowing and buying until their lives whittled down to a bitter end groveling in the office of some bank manager or creditor.  This was the circle he feared the most. Passing through its perilous byways often made him wish that he were an exotic virus sent to transform the ontological DNA of humanity to a higher state.  At least that way he could be safe from the secret traps laid down its inhabitants who wished above all else that everyone would end up exactly like them.

The next circle comprised the third zone on the subway map.  It was the narrowest of the five districts from inner to outer radius.  The people here were far more pathetic than they were evil.  The transit authority colored it blue on the map for some reason Jackie had never quite figured out.  Blue was the color of the sky - and hence freedom and hope, things of which there were very little in this circle.  The only connection he could come up with was the bluish color of the people’s faces as they stumbled out of the cheap pubs and taverns on their way home.  Here you could see prostitutes, pimps, and gambling men dressed in their patterned rayon shirts and cowboy boots, with fuzzy dice dangling from their rear view mirrors, all living together in a state of mutual torment.  There were even pawnbrokers to help them out in times of need.  He stopped at a red light beside a strip of bowling alleys and used stereo shops, before reaching the bridge that marked the transition into the next zone.

The transition to the second circle was always nothing short of dramatic.  Jackie passed a small toy store and then a line of clothes shops, each more expensive than the last.  He always imagined he’d end up here one day if he had to choose his poison.  It had all the best movie theaters, restaurants, and comic and record stores.  The people were younger and more energetic than in the outer three circles.  They often walked in couples or small groups, brightly dressed with strange haircuts and European shoes.  The buildings were also different, seeming for the most part crumbling old brick designs adorned with colored awnings and cracked cobblestone walkways.  In the center on the northern quarter of the circle a park unfolded with a cascade of winding paths and a small lake glimmering in the middle.  In the spring there were outdoor concerts and street entertainers.  It always had the air of the foreign and exotic.  There was even a series of canals running through the more exclusive parts of this circle, draining into subterranean sewers that apparently ran all the way outside to the country.  Its inhabitants were glorious in their decadence.  Their world was one of green sparkles and hair dye, endless cappuccinos and poetry readings, theater, dance, and quiet rebellion with empty guitar cases and spray-painted army boots: a world hovering between man and God yet strangely denying both.  

He turned onto a narrow side street and followed it to a smallish footbridge that spanned over one of the minor canals.  He slowed, dismounted, and parked his motorcycle beside a law office.  He crossed the bridge and walked half a block to a curio shop.  It was already too late to make it to his first class so he might as well take advantage of this opportunity to buy Jeanette a small gift.  There was a tiny porcelain figurine of a Chinese woman he’d coveted since the first time he saw it gleaming in the window a few days earlier.  He pushed his face up against the display glass and looked inside.  It was still there.  Frail and boundless, a universe unto itself.  A universe of calm and beauty.  The calm and beauty that only Jeanette possessed and only Jeanette could radiate.  Whenever she was near him he felt that the entire world, no matter how horrible, was good and that everything would always work out in the end.  She dressed like the girls in all the European music and fashion magazines: medium length hair dyed at the tips, which were ironed out and gelled to pristine stiffness, white tee shirts with brightly colored logos highlighted by the contours of her small supple breasts, ripped up jeans or tartan skirts depending on her mood, and black leather shoes braced with brilliant silver buckles - but never boots, which would have been too forward and presumptuous.  She had style – quiet, brilliant style.  Whenever she bent down to take a sip from the fountain everyone would turn to look, mouths agape with awe and wonder.  Even when she was angry, her eyes would narrow like a storybook creature born from myth and magic and her head would turn gently to one side as though she imagined she were somewhere else, a better place than whatever world she knew, a realm free of all conflict and pain.

As Jackie stared into the display window he imagined her holding the statue with her eyes to the sky and one foot dragging languorously behind her.  He opened the door and walked over to the cash register.  The man behind the counter had a bitter wrinkled face and hunched over the counter like a streetlight over a crumbling sidewalk.

“What do you want,” the man said bluntly.

“I’m looking for a present...for a girl.”

The man’s eyes shrank until they looked like black tiny raisins in the dim light of the overhanging bulb.  

“A bunch of punks wrecked a car across the street the other night,” he said.  “You wouldn’t happen to know any of them, would you?” he said as though he expected some kind of confession.

“No.  I didn’t hear a thing.”

“What school do you go to?”

“Fillmore.”

The man looked both surprised and suspicious.  

“That’s where my son goes,” he said.  “What’s your name?”

“Jackie.”

The man’s eyes registered some form of recognition and his face puckered up a notch.  

“I’m Bruce Johnson,” he said.  “My son goes to your school.”

Jackie inhaled nervously.  “I’m not sure I know him,” he said.  

“So,” the man continued, assuming a more positive business-like tone, “you want to give your sweetheart a gift?”

“The Chinese one.  The woman with the fan.”

“Ah,” he said introspectively.  “A good choice.  A woman brought it in a few weeks ago.  An heirloom, she said.  From Peking.”

“How much?”

“A hundred and twenty.”

“What?  I was in here a few days ago and it was only fifty.”

“Sorry.  Must’ve been priced wrong.”

“Would you take eighty?”

The man’s expression did not change.  “If you knew anything about antiques you’d agree it was quite reasonably priced.”

“What about a hundred?  I can borrow some from my mother.”

“If you haven’t the money, I haven’t the time to quibble.”  He turned away as though Jackie was no longer in the store.

“Fuck,” Jackie muttered under his breath, “if that’s your attitude I’ll spend my money somewhere else.”

“I’m sorry?”  The man looked shocked.

Jackie stepped back.  Something unutterably dark and ultimately unknowable lashed out and took hold.  “Shut you’re trap, you stupid old cunt,” he yelled, although his voice seemed to emanate from something inside him but still external to himself.  

Jackie turned to walk out, knocking a line of glass figures off a ledge as he left the store.  He was already on his motorbike before the man had even made it to the street.  Jackie darted into the traffic and wove ahead of a small convoy of trucks to get some free road ahead of him.  His hands were trembling and his forehead was covered in sweat.  Two blocks further was the beginning of the innermost circle.

The central circle was surrounded on all sides by a dead canal littered with trash and rotting food.  Jackie had heard the story of its development and eventual decay hundreds of times from various relatives and parents of his friends.  He even wrote a historical vignette about it once in school.  Two hundred years ago it was built as an ornamental moat around a large castle.  Then a revolution broke out and the castle was burned to the ground.  The revolutionaries established a new order and built over the ruins of the castle.  The moat was then turned into transport canal for the local merchants and businessmen and over several generations it gradually turned into a thriving center of commerce.  Fifty years ago the entire neighborhood was once again burned to the ground, but this time it was accidental, something to do with an uncontrollable blaze in a local kitchen.  After this there was a brief movement to resurrect the old buildings and create a historic tourist area.  One civic administration even proposed that the canal be converted into a waterway for scenic cruises around the historic inner core.  All these hopes came to an end when a private interest group bought out the land and converted it into an ultra-modern commerce center.  They hired the most avant-garde architects they could find to erect a massive superstructure of interconnected spikes and domes, which was supposed to offer a vision of a fresh and vibrant future sprouting from the middle of a decaying city center filled with mossy old Victorian brick townhouses and cobblestone roads.  Under this renewal plan, the canals would be used for hydropower and sewage disposal.  However, half way through the project they ran out of money and left the center half finished as it stands today.  A series of incomplete buildings, some with half-finished walkways and open roofs - a vision of postwar Berlin cast in a strange modernity.  The canals were left empty and soon the locals used them as garbage dumps as a statement of their dissatisfaction with the unfinished chrome and glass atrocity in the center.  The sponsors eventually went bankrupt and the lands were claimed by the equally bankrupt city council, which immediately voted it would be used for government and civic functions.  Offices were established in even the most incomplete buildings without any further modifications to their structure.  In protest to this, groups of outsiders ravaged the government offices one summer with clubs and rocks, smashing some of the most beautiful patterned glass roofs and domes as they looted the offices inside.  A few arrests were made the next morning and a monument of the government’s victory over the rioters was erected in brass and cement at the gateway to the main bridge from the older outer circle.

Jackie slowed down as he steered his motorcycle across the main bridge past the brass monument.  These days the central circle was inhabited largely by government drones in uniform and greedy businessmen from the outer circles.  He passed a conical glass building with a long broken cylindrical walkway projecting out of the side about forty feet from ground level like a suction hose dangling from a nineteen-fifties pseudo-futuristic vacuum cleaner.  

His school was now only two blocks away.  It was located on the first and fourth floors of a stark ten-story cube, which was as wide and deep as it was tall.  The second and third floors were damaged in the riots and never refurbished, while the fifth to tenth floors were used by the government telephone company for office space.  

Jackie pulled up into the parking lot and jammed on his brakes, leaving a faint skid mark on the pavement.  A few students, cocooned in baggy knee-length parkas, stood in a human clump beside the door smoking and laughing.  The loudest of the bunch - a girl wearing a dirty red jacket, her shaggy dreadlocks falling to her shoulders - shouted at a few passing cars as she kicked repeatedly against the front door of the building.  Jackie bowed his head into his chest, scurrying past them as he went inside.  He had half an hour before his next class, so he decided to check the cafeteria for Michael.

He was sitting alone in the corner of the cafeteria when Jackie walked in, his skin-tight brown hair and ripped tee shirt giving him the look of a young sailor as he chewed on a toothpick.  

“Late again,” he said.  “But you know what?”  The tone of his voice was both hopeful and angling.  “If I had just another dime I could buy a bag of chips.”

“Ha.  I’m broke too.  Blew it all on off-sales.”

“You’ve got a drinking problem,” said Michael.

“Fucking right I do.  But one thing you’ve got wrong.  Drinking’s not a problem.  It’s a solution.  A solution to all the boring bastards in the world.”  

Michael laughed in a sinister infectious way that made Jackie laugh as well.  “Like the Principal,” Michael said, still laughing under his breath.  “The bastard just told me today if I didn’t improve my grades soon, he’d kick me out.”

“Probably better off that way.”

They sat quietly for a moment as they watched the students walk in and out of the cafeteria.  Then Michael broke the silence.  

“There’s a party tomorrow night at this girl’s house.  I don’t even know her last name but she’s a real looker.  I wanna rip her lid off.  I heard she’s got the hots for some science guy.  They spend lunch together out by the canal staring into their calculators.  She deserves better.  And that’s why I’m here.  That guy’s no competition.  No fucking competition at all.”

“Where are we going to get booze?”

“My brother has a liquor cabinet at his place.  I’m thinking of going for a visit at around dinnertime.  I can probably get something one way or another.”

“Great.  Call me tomorrow.”

Jackie tilted his head and turned away to the door.  He had an assignment to finish before his next class and he hadn’t even started.  

After school he grabbed a quick bite to eat and called home to say he might be a little late for supper.  On his way back he stopped to scope out a short stretch of beach he’d somehow never seen before.  It was possible a recent forest fire had cleared a row of trees revealing the sandy white patch, but he couldn’t find any evidence of a fire anywhere.  The area was strewn with dead seaweed and broken branches.  He looked out at the water.  The clouds on the horizon were illuminated by a pale gray light as if dusk had arrived four hours sooner than usual just to impose its mood on the proceedings.  He felt cold as he walked along the beach, kicking the toes of his boots into the sand as he made his way towards the water.  When he reached the foamy wet shore he found a small bird flapping its wings desperately as if it were injured and half expected a predator to pounce out of nowhere at any second.  It was gray and brown - about the size of his fist.  Jackie picked it up.  It squawked in a shrill and desperate way that said it was afraid of him.  He opened his palm and stroked its throat with his finger.  Its feathers were soft and velvety.  One of its legs had been cut off completely, leaving a stub that looked like a small twig.  He wondered if it was a natural accident or if someone had cut it off for fun and eventually just got bored watching it suffer and decided to leave it to die rather than torture it more.  He lifted the bird to a point about six inches from his face and looked into its eyes.  They were tiny black beads that somehow conveyed a sense of mortal fear despite their hard granite surface and a complete lack of expression.  He touched its head and it quickly struck his finger with its beak.  He pulled his hand away quickly and let the bird fall to the ground.  If he could only find a small container to bring the bird back with him.  Maybe he could save it somehow.  He had no idea how to care for it, but there was still a chance.  As he was looking through the side bag on his motorcycle he heard a piercing bark and then some screeching behind him; a small dog was lunging at the bird.  He ran and shouted at the dog, picking up a rock and throwing it as he raced across the beach.  The dog yelped loudly as it ran off, as if to somehow still assert its primacy in the face of defeat.  

The bird now lay motionless on the ground.  Jackie picked it up.  Its wings were bloodied but it was still breathing rapidly.  He knew now that there was nothing he could do to save it.  He kicked off his boots and rolled up his pants to his knees.  Holding the bird in one hand while trying to keep his pants up with the other he walked awkwardly out towards the shore.  The water was cold and clear but the bottom was clean and sandy.  He waded away from the shore until the water almost touched his knees.  His legs stung in the cold water.  He stroked the bird’s head once with his finger.  It had a look of horror in its eyes as if it would rather die than face whatever it was it thought was coming to it.  Jackie tightened his grip around its body and immersed his hand in the water.  The bird struggled weakly in his grip until it was still.  Jackie fixed his gaze on the pink and blue cloud patterns, streaked evenly across the darkening sky like a massive metal grating, as he counted to two hundred.  He felt heartless and merciful, yet even more heartless for being even the slightest bit proud of himself for being merciful.  When he finished counting he opened his hand and let the bird go.  To his surprise it floated to the surface and turned over on its back, one eye looking blankly to the sky like a small pebble or black pearl.  

Jackie turned and walked towards the shore.  When he reached the water he was suddenly aware of a certain coldness encompassing him, a coldness that came from nowhere and spread out equally in all directions and from which there seemed at that moment there was no chance of escape.  
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The next day it snowed all afternoon.  Heavy white flakes descended slowly from the sky like fragments of comets or shattered stars draping over the world in a cloak of pure light.  After his last class Jackie waited for Michael by the front entrance at their usual meeting place.  Thoughts of the dead bird still lingered in his mind as though reflected back to him by some vast mirror standing far outside of time.  He could almost hear the desperate thudding of it wings against the wet sand as he leaned against the front entrance of the school watching the snowflakes land delicately on the pavement.  

After a few minutes he grew impatient and started kicking his toe into the concrete steps that rose to the main entrance.  A small group of students approached him from behind.  One of them pushed his shoulder into Jackie as he walked by.  Jackie turned around to see Johnson standing there grinning at him.  Behind him stood Jeanette and Johnson’s best friend Jerome.  She had a look of mild discomfort on her face that suggested she didn’t approve of her company and would rather be walking with someone else.  Avoiding eye contact with his two young rivals, Jackie turned and smiled at Jeanette. As though her lips were on an invisible string connected to his innermost feelings, she smiled back.  Jerome looked suddenly agitated and stepped in front of her as if to mark his territory.

“My dad says you’ve got a penchant for wrecking glass figures,” Johnson snarled, his stained teeth showing beneath his thin bluish lips.  

“Penchant?”

“He says he’s calling the cops.”

“Let him,” Jackie said casually.  “Those figures are all junk anyway.”

“What would you know?” Johnson pushed Jackie into Jerome.

“Watch where you fucking walk,” Jerome threatened Jackie as he pushed him back towards Johnson. 

“You watch where you’re standing,” Jackie snapped back.  Jeanette had stepped away and was quietly leafing through a book, her eyebrows curled as if to express her complete disregard of the scene unfolding around her.  Jackie paused for a moment in an effort to catch her eye.  If he let them push him around he came off looking weak, but if he fought back he risked coming off as an oaf.  He had to do something to trump his rivals, grabbing her attention and taking center stage while still proving he wasn’t like them.

“If you weren’t so invisible maybe I would have,” Jerome said with a smirk.

“Invisible?”

Just then a new student emerged from inside the school followed by three others and pointed accusingly at Jackie.

“Hey, listen here...” The student pushed Jackie up against the wall and grabbed his left arm.  Johnson stepped behind Jackie and grabbed his right arm.  

“Let me go!”

“We’re getting sick of you around here,” Johnson stated in the factual manner of a math teacher.  “Why don’t you take your stupid little scrap heap out of this school and never come back.”

“Yeah,” said the new student as the other three in his group started packing snowballs.  “We’ve had enough of your stupid little fag machine!”

Jackie felt a dull thud against his face and suddenly he was under a barrage of snowballs.  Still holding Jackie’s arm, Johnson punched him in the stomach with his other hand.  Jackie curled up and fell to the ground.  His head was bleeding and his face was cold and wet.  He closed his eyes to kill the pain, all the time wishing he could turn back time just a few minutes or spontaneously teleport to an alternate dimension free of embarrassment and humiliation.

“You fuckers are dead,” shouted a new voice from around the corner.  Jackie opened his eyes.  Michael stepped from around the corner and stopped, his figure towering over those of the other students.  He held a coke bottle in one hand and clenched the other to a tight fist.  Johnson and the other student quickly dropped Jackie’s arm and cowered backwards.  The three students who were throwing snowballs ducked behind a row of parked cars.  Michael broke the bottle against the rim of a trashcan, leaving behind a thin glass funnel with a jagged circular edge.  He brandished the makeshift weapon in Johnson’s face.

“Boy don’t we look tough now,” said Michael.  “Next time I catch you pushing my friend around, I’ll carve up your face and spread it all over the sidewalk.”  

Johnson and the other student turned and ran back inside the school. 

“Fucking cowards,” Michael yelled.

Jackie wiped the blood off his temple and looked over at Jeanette.  For the first time he noticed the details of her attire.  Her black down jacket was obviously made of some fine fabric like silk and her jeans had tiny pen scribbles all over them.

“You’re bleeding,” she said with concern.  She dropped the book into her bag and walked over to him.

“What happened?” asked Michael.  “You’re lucky they didn’t break your arm.”

“They bumped into me and just started pushing me around.  No way I was going to take that.”  Jackie’s eyes were moist and he started to sniffle.  He felt the urge to cry but stopped himself.  Not in front of Jeanette.  

“Are you OK?” she asked as he sat there on the ground looking up at her.

“Don’t know.  There must have been a rock in one of the snowballs.  Damn bastards.”  

“They’re all losers anyway,” said Michael. “We’ll get them back.  We’ll get him and his skinflint dad back.  We’ll let him know what we’re all about.”

“I could have taken Johnson on if he were alone, but there were just too many other guys.”

“He’ll get what’s coming to him.”

Still on the ground, Jackie leaned towards Jeanette until his head was close to her hips.  He detected a halo of perfume that seemed
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