They’re all sitting there in their usual splendor, Mikey with his cigarette hanging precariously on the tip of his lower lip as he deals cards to Lily who sits eyeing him carefully with her black-rimmed green eyes.  Julian leans back in his chair with his glasses on the tip of his nose as he reads Keats with his eyebrow rising slightly every now and then and Alec is watching with glazed eyes at the leaves blowing across the commons as the chilly autumn wind begins its dismal descent into our lives.

Then the girl with the loud voice walks up carrying her trademark red velvet messenger bag and sporting her short hair and shining labret stud.  I guess I should go ahead and tell you that girl is actually me.  I’m Kyn, and I suppose by conventional methods I’m the main character of this story.  Yeah, I guess that’s about right.  I was born McKynsie Estelle Larriot but I got rid of that name as soon as I noticed four hundred other girls with the same name and saw that having a name like that had just grown to be some sort of ridiculous trend.  The kids I’m approaching are my gang, my only attempt at friendship in this miserable prison they call college.  It’s art school actually, here on the east coast where the fall signals the start of the bitter cold winter and what we around here refer to as “the madness,” which is nothing more than the same state of mind outlined by the character Dean Moriarity in Kerouac’s “On the Road.”  
So I walk up, toss my bag to the ground and am ready to burst into my complaints about the long and treacherous day when Mikey pauses with his arm in mid-air, card in hand, and tells me “It’s all over, lady.”

“What’s over,” I say pulling a cigarette from the shiny metal tin in my back pocket.

“I’m telling you, it’s over,” Mikey puts emphasis on that last “over” and returns to dealing cards.  Lily’s watching him closely now like she’s waiting for him to turn some Mississippi card trick and slide an ace under the table.  I think they’re sleeping together now but Mikey refuses to give me a straight answer and just says “Sure, lady, sure.”  Julian looks up from his book slowly, pauses to glance from me to Mikey and begins reading again.

“He’s right, you know,” Alec says after a few moments, turning to look at us, his forehead wrinkled in seriousness.  “It’s over.  Can’t you feel it?  I mean, the air is turning colder already.”

“What, you mean summer?  Of course it’s over dumb ass,” I say snorting slightly, “It’s October for god’s sake.”  Even as I say this I realize that they aren’t talking about summer but something deeper, something far more perilous.  I turn to follow Alec’s line of vision and I can already see the trees in the hills starting their transcendence from green to golden brown.  The chill is in the air, starting to turn the gears that begin the restlessness within my soul, within all our souls.  

“I’m telling you man, I just can’t do this again,” Mikey jumps up from the table suddenly, knocking against it and cards fly everywhere like some sort of bizarre snowstorm.  He begins to pace with his arms clasped behind his back; periodically dragging a shaking hand through his shaggy black hair.  He’s whispering, “we’ve got to get out of here, out of here, out of here…we’ve got to get out” over and over again and I can tell he’s forgotten we’re all sitting here.  Lily starts to look concerned but I’m not worried, I’ve known Mikey for a long time and this is Lily’s first winter with us.   I find myself wondering if she can handle Mikey’s madness and it prompts me to wonder if any of us can and then I realize that maybe this time Mikey’s going to take us all down with him and we’ll never get out.
Julian leans forward suddenly and places the book on the table.  We all pause for a moment and stare at it as the wind begins to pick up and the pages start turning rapidly, rustling and whispering maniacal secrets into our desperate ears.  It’s like watching your life fly by page after page in some non-stop whirlwind and suddenly it all seems so pointless to even be sitting here, like we’re just waiting to die or something.

“I think…” begins Julian slowly, taking his time to think through his thoughts carefully and prepare the perfect rhetoric for the current situation.  Julian’s a philosopher of sorts and seems to think that everything relies on the ability to talk persuasively.  I personally think he’s full of shit half the time but somehow he gets us out of more scrapes than we knew we were even in, so there’s not much I can complain about.

“I think…we go through this every fall, and we’ve done so for four years now.  We feel like there’s nothing but empty space to entertain our edgy spirits when the warmth of the summer takes its leave and we seem to think that this time we’re never going to return from this disparity and insanity.  And yet, by the coming of the spring we find ourselves alive again and the search for truth resumes.  It’s all a cycle really.”

Everyone nods in agreement except Mikey, who’s still murmuring words of release and running a hand through his wild hair.  Sometimes I wonder if he’s the reason we’re all so lost in the winter, if maybe all our problems stem from his own disparity.  I think back to my childhood but its all been so overshadowed by the present that I can’t remember even a moment.  Wringing my hands in frustration, I wince as the clock tower begins to chant its wisdom across the campus, shattering the silence and replacing it with the realization that…“holy shit, I’m late!”
“Jesus!” I yell and laugh when everyone looks at me in surprise like I’ve suddenly burst into writhing flames.  Grabbing my bag I run a quick hand through Mikey’s hair and call out my good-byes and off I run through the chilly air and between the yellowing trees.

I pause at the doorway, breathless and I just know that my hair is now standing at on odd angle and there is a bead of sweat trailing down the side of my cheek.

“So nice of you to join us, Ms. Larriot,” I hear between panting breaths and look up to see him piercing me with his ice blue eyes.  It makes me shiver.  I nod and walk quickly to the empty desk in front, ignoring the whispers from remote corners of the classroom and trying not to stare at him as he continues on like the interruption I just caused never existed.  
His name is Nicholas Tate and he is by far the most brilliant man on the face of the earth.  I know he dislikes me because I’m never on time and he’s seen me talking in low voices with Mikey, our heads bent together like we’re conspiring against mankind.  He always shakes his head at me and watches me with those sharp edged eyes like I’m a ruthless serial killer and he is the judge who’s just sentenced me to death.  I read a book he wrote once and it sent so many chills up my spine I was tempted to throw it across the room, a love story so dark and twisted I felt he was speaking to my very own soul.  

Rebecca Bell raises her bronzed arm and I prepare myself for her sickly sweet voice.  I heard somewhere she’s from South Carolina but it sounds to me like somebody just recorded a few key phrases off some little girl’s doll (that coincidently was running out of batteries) and put them inside a tanned blonde robot and programmed it to speak at the most inopportune moments possible.

“Ah who-ould lahk ta knaow the purr-pose behand the tehddy beh-er she keh-eeps referrin’ toh-oo,” says Rebecca, and in my mind I imagine Scarlet O’Hara leaning seductively against a magnificent column in some random scene of “Gone with the Wind.”  Then suddenly like a slam in the chest that takes your breath away for an hour I realize she’s talking about my story.  I feel the icy cold grip of horror seeping into my skin and suddenly feel like a million needles are being jabbed into my entire body all at once.
When everyone turns to me, I squirm in my seat for a moment and turn to look at Tate who’s still watching me, raising an eyebrow slowly as if a cue for me to explain myself.

“Right, right,” I say nervously, feeling the butterflies in my stomach turn to lead weights.  “The teddy bear.”

Get a grip, I’m thinking to myself.  You sound like Mikey with your mad “right, right” and your unfinished sentences.  What did the bear mean?  I’d forgotten about that story when the leaves began to turn just like I forgot everything the minute I felt the first rush of cold air coming through my window late at night.  I forced myself to focus my thoughts and turn them toward the creative writing class I was currently sitting in and the tiresome dilemma I was currently facing.

“Well see, the bear…he symbolizes a simpler time that’s passed, a ruined innocence if you will.” I could see in their eyes that they weren’t understanding me at all and so I went on.  “Like, he’s all ragged and his seams are busting and really he’s just a mess.  It’s just like how we’re all a mess really since we’ve lost our innocence.”
I immediately feel like I’ve said far too much and it looks like no one in this whole classroom has witnessed their innocence being stripped away by the evils of this life.  I can feel Tate’s eyes piercing my skull and I look up to find him still watching me silently and then suddenly he says “see you Friday” and class is over.

“Ms. Larriot, a word,” I hear him say just as I’m attempting to rush out with the rest of the crowd.  I knew it was coming but still I was hoping I’d somehow escape.  He’s got me now I’m thinking and I’m imagining a great boa constrictor wrapping his dry cool scales around my body, sucking out the life.

I fidget my way across the classroom and suddenly I notice a great crow perched on a branch outside the window, sheltered by those yellowing leaves watching me with eyes not unlike Tate’s and I can feel him telling me the secrets of life but they are in some other bizarre language that I can’t seem to understand.  When I turn to look at Tate I know he saw the bird too and I wonder what he heard.  Could he hear it too?  Could he, in all his utter brilliance, understand it?

“Your story, Ms. Larriot, I hoped you and I could discuss it briefly.”  I force myself to look into his eyes and when I do they look so much younger standing here so close and I realize he couldn’t be more than 30.

“Sure, sure,” I reply nervously.

“Your characters, Ms. Larriot…frankly, they are all wrong.  You’re looking at this from entirely the wrong angle.  I assume what you are trying to accomplish is a story about four friends who run out of money vacationing in San Francisco, but you’ve got it all mixed up.”
I’m curious now as to what he’s implying, but not curious enough to look into his eyes again since every time I do I get a cold chill, so I just continue staring at the crack in the paint on the aluminum table in front of me.  “So…” 

“Elizabeth, your chosen main character, is not defined.  Lucas is the true main character if you’ll look closely, and Sam has absolutely not point in the story.  If you want to continue this I suggest you take some real thought into where exactly you see the plot going, because I’m not sure it’s going anywhere.”

“Thanks,” I mumble low in my chest and grab my bag.  I’ve had quite enough for today and I can feel the anger rising up in my chest as I realize he just told me my story had no point!  Surely he doesn’t understand it, for if he did he’d be congratulating me and handing me a publisher’s check.  I manage a flat “goodbye” and am headed toward the door, hand already on my cigarette case when I hear him yell my name once more.  I turn toward him and he is looking down at his papers and stacking them neatly into a pile.  He doesn’t even look up.

“The teddy bear…keep it.  It’s the only brilliant thing in your story.”

As I’m running down the stairs towards the gang once more I feel like the clouds just lifted and the rain has gone away and for once in my life I feel like I’ve done something right.  The smile crosses my face and I don’t even care that all the people passing me are thinking that I’m a lunatic because he liked the teddy bear and “Jesus Christ!” maybe I am a lunatic after all.

*

This is what I refer to as the “Marco period.”  Right now it’s all about Marco Neal who I met not long ago standing in the psychology section of the downtown bookstore.  He’s one of those sorts that nobody can really figure out except that he’s the most mysterious person to walk the face of the earth.  I asked him once how old he was and he told me “it’s not important McKynsie”-he never calls me Kyn- “age is just a number based on legalities.”   I think he’s just trying to be a free spirit but really he’s just failing miserably.  I know the relationship is just another way of wasting time that in reality I haven’t got to waste, but still the sex is good and the only complaint I’ve got is that he never kisses me.  He just turns his head to the side when we’re in the bedroom and makes the headboard slam against the wall and I imagine he’s someone else.

When I come skipping into Marco’s apartment he’s leaning over his computer in the bedroom with a beer in his hand trying to pretend he didn’t hear the door open.  Finally he comes out and leans against the doorframe letting the smoke from the cigarette he’s holding swirl toward the ceiling.  He’s always so graceful.  He moves his jaw slowly to the left and back again and says, “Did you have a nice day?” in an accusing tone like he expects me to confess some great sin I’ve committed.
“Fine,” I respond and toss my bag to the floor.  “You?” 

He’s already returned to the bedroom and isn’t listening anymore and I look around at the drab walls and the shabby furniture and wish for just a moment that I could be somewhere else.  I’m not saying I want to be in some mansion with leather sofas and Italian rugs, it’s just his apartment always gives me a sense of undeniable desolation and sometimes I wonder if he plans to spend the rest of his life alone, taking in a girl for a while and eventually tossing her out again.  The picture on the wall is a Dali, looking sad and forlorn and like I always imagined Bob Dylan’s “Desolation Row” would look if it weren’t just a song but a real, tangible place.  This whole apartment looks that way to me.

The night passes in its usual way with me sitting on the couch watching TV and chain-smoking while Marco sits at his computer creating music.  People wander in and out, Marco’s friends who smoke pot in the bedroom and snort lines in the kitchen and talk nonstop about the music they’ll produce and how the tracks will fare in the electronic music world.  I fall asleep around 11 because I’m just so goddamn bored and Marco wakes me up to nudge me in the bedroom because his friend Paul can’t drive home and has to sleep on the couch.  When we’re in bed he rolls me over onto my side so he can wrap his arms around me and in five minutes I feel the dead weight of his sleeping body and can hear his low breathing into the back of my neck.  Maybe Alec is right, maybe some part of us has died this year and it’s not just a cycle like Julian said.  Everything seems emptier than it ever has and it’s like I’m looking for something that just keeps slipping out of my grasp.  Before I know it I’ve drifted off to sleep and all my dreams are about scary blue-eyed English professors carrying headless teddy bears in the yellowing forests of the northern Appalachian Mountains.
*

The next day passes slowly, like some manner of long dream that twists and turns its way through my mind making me ask myself if its all real or just my imagination.  I’ve already decided to skip Marco’s for the night, since I’m not really sure I can handle another night of his antics and the boredom that ensues the minute I walk through the door.  I find myself trying to track down Mikey and the gang, and I’m not surprised to find them gathered around a table in the commons, looking not unlike a group of beat poets from the 50’s discussing the latest writings within their mad minds.

Mikey sees me and, as always, his eyes immediately spark with the same wild light that they always do.

“Hey lady!” he yells loudly, jumping up from the table and waving his arms like a small child begging for a present.

Plopping down next to Alec, I turn to look at him and he’s still just watching the leaves blow across the sidewalk with the same glazed expression on his face.  Julian is thumbing through a book with a pencil over his ear whispering “oh…yeah” every now and then like he’s come across some Socratic epiphany.  Lily looks up at me and there’s some flash of cold anger that passes the minute Mikey turns his attention back to her.

I haven’t really decided yet what to think of Lily.  Like I said, she’s new to the group and sometimes I get the feeling that she thinks there’s something between Mikey and I because she always acts like she’s trying to stake out her territory with him or something.  In all reality it’s just that Mikey and I have known each other since the first day of college and we’re pretty much one in the same as far as thinking goes.  He’s my best friend and I’m his psychiatrist in some whacked out dream state that we’ve lived in for far too long.  When I met Mikey, I knew he was a little on the eccentric side but it seems like lately he’s been crossing the line of going mad, real mad.  
Suddenly he slaps me on the back and I choke on the soda I just swallowed.  He’s talking so fast that it sounds like he’s just mumbling and I struggle to put the words into a logical order.

“Kale is back and he’s been calling me everyday trying to figure out how to find you and I called you last night but you weren’t there and did you spend the night at Marco’s last night because I know that’s the only other place you go but you see I don’t have that phone number and I tried to explain that to him but I don’t think he believed me…” he’s saying, and I realize with a start that he’s saying Kale is back.
2

Kale.  Now there’s another story entirely.  Kale’s another friend who pops in and out of our lives whenever he chooses.  I’ve been crazy about him for so long I can hardly remember a time when the very thought of him didn’t make my blood go rushing through my veins.  Mikey’s looking at me now with sparkling eyes and he’s smiling and muttering “yes, yes, Kale, yes.”

“Where is he?” I finally manage to spit out.  I can already feel the butterflies fluttering up into my chest faster and faster like an erratic heartbeat and for a moment I think it’s all over and my chest is going to explode.  I nervously light a cigarette and take a long thoughtful drag and realize everyone is staring at me.

“Sounds like Marco’s in trouble to me,” says Julian.

“I thought Kale was in rehab,” says Alec.

“Who’s Kale?” asks Lily.

Mikey’s just rocking back and forth with a wild smile on his face, “Kale, Kale…yeah, Marco’s in trouble…Kale.”

I close my eyes and put my head into my hands and wish for a moment that I could just disappear.  Everyone knows how I feel about Kale and yet it always seems like I should be hiding it.  I mean, what’s the use in being in love with him?  He’s a crazy one too, crazy about drugs and wild parties and making my life one confusing miserable hell.  The last time I saw him all he did was talk about how I was his soul mate and we were always going to be together and twenty minutes later he got a call about some dope and then I didn’t see him again.  It’s so ridiculous to know that I’m stuck in this whirlwind of emotions that I just can’t escape and ‘Oh GOD how I want to!’

It’s late in the evening when I find myself on the front porch of Mikey’s holding a beer praying to god that this time when I see him, Kale won’t seem attractive and it will all be over and I can just forget this awful nightmare.  I know when he pulls up he’ll hop out of his shiny black truck and waltz over to me all smiles and looking so nice (except far too thin) and he’ll look at me with his bright blue eyes and start telling me tales of his crazy adventures.  I want to say that I hope he doesn’t even show, which happens from time to time, but then again I know that if that happens I’ll be in the backroom crying in the corner and promising that ‘this time, I’ll get over him.’
When the truck pulls up, the butterflies are back flying in wild circles around my stomach and I think maybe I’m going to throw up.  Around the corner of the house he strolls talking on his cell phone casually smoking a Newport menthol.  He’s wearing khaki’s and a blue plaid shirt and he looks so nice and clean cut it’s easy to forget who he is.  What he is.  How he hurts me again and again and again.
“Kyn,” he nods my direction and I can already feel the electric spark when our eyes connect.  Dammit, so much for getting over him.

“Hey Kale, how have you been?” I ask, my mind adding ‘where have you been, what the fuck is your deal?’

He smiles and crosses the porch to light the cigarette I just put to my lips.  He smells good, really good, like some mixture of the outdoors and a fresh rainstorm.  I inhale deeply, taking it all in and look up to find him looking me right in the eye with his usual half-smile lifting one side of his mouth.

“Oh you know, same ole’,” he responds casually.  Everything about Kale is casual, slow, no worries.  Everything but the way I feel about him.

When I walk inside he follows me and for a moment I imagine him taking me aside in another room and pulling me close to him and telling me ‘Kyn, I’m sorry.  I’ve been so wrong to think I didn’t need you.’  I can taste him as he kisses me and I start feeling tingly from head to toe and start getting dizzy.  Of course he just sits down on the couch next to Alec and strikes up a conversation about how cheap he can get coke.  I feel the sinking feeling like I’m being crushed into the pale gray carpet and I scrunch my eyebrows together in frustration.  He always forgets me the minute he knows where to find drugs.  I curse myself for being so stupid and for thinking there’s some way he’ll change and be the man of my dreams that I know he is underneath that shady veneer.  I cross the room and flop into the recliner and tune everything out but the cartoon on the television.

As I’m sitting there thinking the random thoughts that so often grace my mind, I’m suddenly taken back to another time and place when everything was different and the innocence that I have since lost was running rampant through my life.  Immediately I try to block out the thoughts that are struggling to get in, the visions that want so badly to be seen.  Crossing my arms over my chest, I finally give up and close my eyes.

I’m sitting on the gravel bank of the city lake and the air is cool and smells sweet.  The sky is dark and a million stars are twinkling from billions of miles overhead and I’m listening to the sound the water makes as it laps against the rocks under the bridge nearby.  Mikey and Alec are there, with some others and they are all sitting a few feet away having some sort of a wild conversation and next to me Kale is sitting quietly reflecting as he looks out over the water.

“I can’t escape them, Kyn,” he says quietly after a few moments.  “I’ve run out of money and yet they still keep offering me drugs.”
I close my eyes and pretend like I can’t hear what he’s saying, but it hurts so deep inside I start to shake and I can feel the fear rising in my throat.  ‘Why can’t he just quit,’ I’m asking myself.  I lean over and rest my head on his shoulder and he puts his head on mine and for a moment it’s just the two of us lost in a world that just can’t stop spinning.  I know I’m losing him and yet I keep hoping that somehow, there’s some way to save him.

“You’re my angel, you know that,” says Kale finally, sighing heavily.  “You’re the only one I can count on in life.”

Closing my eyes, I smile and take it all in, letting the love that keeps building within my heart to overtake my entire soul for just a few moments before I return to reality.  Reality is, Kale is killing himself and I’m sitting here watching it like we’re some characters in a goddamn movie and I can’t change anything that is going to happen.

A few weeks later, I get the news that he is gone and I am all alone.  We’re both all alone in a big world that is bound and determined to defeat us.

*

The night stretches on with ups and downs and goods and bads.  Kale finds his coke and disappears for a few moments, only to return with glazed eyes and that stupid serious expression he always gets.  Of course he heads right for me and prods me out the door for a cigarette and I of course get up and follow him like a little puppy after the master who’s got the food.  Maybe that’s what he is to me: food.  Food for my soul.  When he’s not all crunked up he’s usually a pretty great guy.

“So Kyn, tell me how you’ve been,” he says staring into my eyes like he can read my mind like a book.  It makes me nervous and I let my eyes fall to the floor, leaving him to try and make his way through my skull.  I feel shaky and scared and still so stupid that I’m standing here wishing he’d just grab me and kiss me.  

“Yeah, I’ve been good,” I reply absently, “things are busy, Mikey’s losing his mind, the usual.”

Kale nods and looks through the torn screen at Mikey who’s jumping up and down in front of everyone talking animatedly and screeching randomly like some sort of deranged ape.  His wild black hair is flying everywhere and I can see Lily perched quietly on the arm of the recliner, waiting for him to return to her.  

When I turn my head back Kale’s staring at me again and I can see that the drugs are already starting to wear off.  He leans back against the railing and looks out across the street toward the mountains.

“It’s beautiful here,” he remarks to no one in particular.

I turn to look at the mountains as well and am struck with the same sense of desolation and disparity that I always am.  It disappoints me because perhaps I thought that, standing here with Kale, I’d see new beauty in the landscape.  Everything still looks sad and pitiful and it hits me so hard suddenly that I just want to cry.

“Kale, are you staying here this time?” I ask suddenly when a rush of courage overtakes me.

Kale doesn’t answer me for a long time and I start thinking he didn’t even hear me.  When I open my mouth to repeat the question he turns to me with one eyebrow lifted and a bizarre look in his eye.

“Why?  Is that what you want?”

I take a step back and for a moment want to scream ‘YES dammit! That’s exactly what I want.  Stay here with ME!’

“I miss you Kale,” is all I can manage.  “I never know where you are and I worry about you all the time.  I don’t want to worry about you.”

“So don’t,” Kale says, as if it is as simple as all of that.

“Kale, I can’t….Kale, I……”

“No.  Stop,” he says quickly and turns to go back inside.

Immediately I regret saying so much, and I feel the sinking feeling coming back again.  I lower myself into a chair and light another cigarette, mentally slapping myself for almost saying IT again.

I said IT once before, a year ago, outside a club downtown with a hundred people running around when Kale was high on ecstasy and I just couldn’t hold out anymore.  He responded just fine at first but later couldn’t take it and told me that he wasn’t going to come back anymore until I got a boyfriend.  He came around long before that but everything is still weird and sometimes he won’t even look at me.  Sometimes he won’t stop staring at me.  I just wish that he’d make up his mind and stay or go.  It wouldn’t really matter if he went or if he stayed, of course I know which I’d RATHER, but if I could just get something concrete I’d feel a lot better.

But now I’d almost said IT again.  I’d almost looked him in the eye with a tear threatening to slide down my cheek and said “I love you.”  I lower my head into my hands for the second time today and whisper “stupid, stupid, stupid” and wish that it would all just disappear and everything would get resolved in one quick swipe.

I hear the door slam and look up to see Kale walking away from me.

“Kale! Wait!” I yell jumping up from the chair and racing down the stairs.

“Bye Kyn, I’ll see you around,” he says coldly and in seconds the truck is spewing gravel across the grass as he speeds out onto the street and around the corner.

I collapse onto the driveway and feel it all breaking all over again: my heart, my soul, my sanity.  He’s gone again. 

Eventually I manage to pull myself off the driveway and for a moment I consider going back inside, grabbing another beer and drinking myself into oblivion.  I’ve done it one too many times though, and I know I can’t bear the pain that follows and the depression that wakes me up in the morning.  So I light myself another cigarette and go walking down the street, towards what I’m not sure, but there’s got to be something better than this.

The night is cool and star-filled, not unlike that night three years ago that he told me there was no one else but me to save him.  I wrap my sweater closer around my body and look out across the mountains.  I wish for a moment that this loneliness will fade away, whether or not Kale returns.  I started feeling it long ago, and I can’t remember a time when it wasn’t there, nagging at me like a salesman on the front porch nags a homeowner.  I know I should just give up and go on like any normal person, but some part of me won’t let go and still holds on to him for dear life.  What a fool I am.

I get halfway down the street and suddenly a see lights flashing and I shield my eyes when they get closer and then I realize it’s a truck and it’s stopped right in front of me.

“Kyn?  What the hell are you doing?” Kale yells at me.  “It’s 3:30 in the morning for shit’s sake, get in the damn truck.”

I’m so shocked I can barely contain myself and I wander, as if in a dream, to the passenger side and somehow manage to get in.  I turn to look at him but he’s not looking at me and just drives on.  We pass Mikey’s and he still hasn’t said a word, he’s just leaning forward over the steering wheel with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth and I can feel that he’s upset about something: maybe me.  He hates it when I give in and show him how much I care.  For one reason or another he doesn’t want to hear it.  

Finally we pull up to an empty parking lot and Kale swings the truck easily into a parking spot and turns to look at me.  There’s something in his eyes that I can’t read.  Fear?  Pity?  Anger?  I slouch down into the seat and can’t meet his gaze and I feel like someone’s just hit me with a semi.  I struggle to take a breath and when I look back he’s still staring at me.
“What?” I say finally and immediately regret the tone I just used.

Kale leans back onto the door and puts a hand to the side of his face and says, “hmm...” like he’s figured something out.

Anger starts rushing through me and suddenly I’m so mad at him, mad at myself, mad at the world because there’s got to be some reason I love this man.  

“What?” I say again.  “God dammit, stop staring at me and talk!  You came back to say something, I know you.  What?  Jesus, will you just fucking talk to me?”

I’m near tears now and I’m shaking again and I’m just so terribly pissed off at him.

He closes his eyes and sits for a moment in silence, before turning to light another cigarette.

“Kyn, you’ve got to get over me,” he says finally.

“What are you talking about?” I snap back.

“Whatever you feel for me, it’s got to stop.  It’s hurting you and that hurts me.”

He’s not looking at me anymore.  Instead, he’s staring out into the night with the glazed expression on his face that I detest so much, and for a moment he repulses me and I wish I could just get away.  Then his voice softens.

“I’m not what you want, can’t you understand that?  You want someone who makes $60 thousand dollars a year and can give you everything you want.  I can’t do that, and you know that.  It just isn’t going to happen.”

“But…Kale, I love you.  I don’t know why, but I love you.”  I’m crying now and I know I look completely stupid, whimpering like a baby and wishing he’d just feel the same as me.

“Kyn, dammit, don’t you see?  I’m just a drug-addict nobody and you’re…you’re…” he trails off and I turn to look at him.

He lowers his eyes and fingers a stray piece of thread on his shirt.

“You’re going somewhere Kyn, and someday you’ll be something great while I’ll be sitting in some shit-hole apartment with a stash of drugs.”

“That doesn’t matter to me!” I say, my voice rising again.  “It never mattered!  I’ll take care of you, I don’t care!”

I know I’m begging and he’s not taking when he closes his eyes again and leans his head back against the window.  I want to stop and rewind this conversation, rewind the entire day, my entire life, anything to make this stop.  I know it’s all over and I’ve really ruined it this time and I can feel my heart disintegrating.  I want to just get out and walk home, but I know I’ve got to finish this or regret it for the rest of my life.

“Kale, something in me has always told me you and I are supposed to be together,” I begin slowly.

“But that’s…” Kale starts.
“Stop.  Just let me talk,” I say holding a hand up to interrupt him.

“But I’ve come to a new realization, just now.  I love you.  But, you don’t love me and you never will.”  The tears are coming fast now and I struggle to keep my voice from faltering.  “I guess I’ve been wrong and it’s just not meant to be.”
I turn to look at him, praying he’ll look at me and tell me I’m wrong, even though I can see in his face that he’s not going to.  I realize the look on his face isn’t fear or anger: it’s pity and I’m just making a fool of myself.

Finally he responds with words I never wanted to hear, but knew that I always needed to hear.

“That’s true,” he says.

I nod and right then it’s like everything hits me at once and I can see that now, after all these years, he’s given me what I need to hear.  No more lies, no more stories, no more dreams of the two of us together.  It’s over and I have to go on.  There’s no other way.

“I’ll miss you Kale,” I say after a few minutes.  “You’ve been a close friend for so long.  Maybe I’ll see you again someday.”

I suck in a deep breath, hold back the tears, turn to him and smile and then get out of the truck.

“Kyn, get back here.  I’ll give you a ride home,” he yells as I start to walk away.

“Nah, I’ll be alright, it’s only a few blocks.”

As if he understands, he waits for a few minutes until I’m halfway down the street before I hear his truck pull away and off he goes.

I resume walking and pull my sweater more tightly around my shoulders again.  “It’s getting chilly,” I think to myself.  The whole world has suddenly gone chilly and everything seems unusually empty like I’ve suddenly transcended into another world.  I wish to myself for this to be the last time, for him never to return again and for all of it to just be over.  But I know he’ll return.  He always does.  
3

I’m right in the middle of this great dream.  In it, I’m standing in a room talking to someone whose face I cannot see, but he’s telling me great things about love and relationships and spirituality.  He’s not like Marco, whose spirituality revolves around telling other, less confident, people how to live their lives.  Instead, he’s telling me about the zodiac and asking me questions about my personality as if he actually cares and isn’t merely concerned with getting into my pants and going on about his business.  He leans forward to kiss me and I close my eyes, feeling to tingling sensation start to creep into my heart and….

My alarm goes off.

“DAMMIT!” I scream to no one in particular, and sit up to look around the room.  It’s a mess, which is abnormal for me but lately I haven’t been able to keep anything together, even my own living space.  There are clothes all over the floor, and a growing stockpile of empty Marlboro Mild cigarette packs gaining dust in a corner.  I swing my legs over the edge of the bed when the phone rings and I nearly fall over.  I never expect that damn thing to start ringing at 9:30 AM, but somehow it always seems to do so.

“Kyn?” Mikey squeaks into the receiver.  “That you?”

“Considering I live by myself, yes,” I reply dryly.  “Why are you calling?  Have you even gone to bed yet?”

“That’s not the point,” Mikey says quickly.  “Look, can you meet me at the diner in twenty minutes?  It’s way important, man, yeah….yeah.”


I lean forward to look at the clock and groan audibly.  I can hear Mikey on the other end breathing heavily and I can tell he’s been pacing for quite some time.  “Fine,” I finally say and hang up the phone.

It had started snowing that night, covering everything with a thick white blanket that made discerning the shapes underneath almost impossible.  The world always seems so quiet after it snows, as if every sound has been silenced by the clouds hanging heavily in the sky.  I walk quickly along the icy sidewalk, hands stuck deep into the pockets of my coat, feeling as though a thick gray cloud is hanging heavy over my head.  With every step I take it’s getting closer and closer to my head until I can feel it pushing me into the cement and all of a sudden I’m falling into blackness.  Everything is still for a moment and then suddenly I see us all sitting around a table laughing.

Mikey is making eccentric motions with his hands as he tells us a wild story about his youth, and Kale and I are leaned over taking hits off a joint.  The air is thick with smoke from the cigarettes lying forgotten in the ashtray and there is the smell of liquor in the room.  I can hear the television playing in the background, resorting to pure static every few seconds.  Nothing seems to matter in this place, in this time it’s all purity and innocence and the laughter swells into my heart as I fall back onto the floor giggling.  Kale is there with me and he leans over me and talks in words I can’t hear, and it doesn’t even matter.  I reach up to tug at his spiky hair and suddenly he seems to be moving further and further away until I can’t see anything more except the static on the television and there’s a ringing in my ears that just won’t seem to stop.


When I blink everything has gone back to normal and I see the diner looming before me, the streetlights overhead blinking on and off as the snow begins to fall once more, sending white flakes drifting in front of my face, some skimming my cheeks and melting immediately, like morning dew on a newly cut spring lawn.


When I push open the greasy door, I see Mikey leaning way over a cup of coffee, cigarette in his shaking hand.  He’s running his other hand through his hair and muttering to himself and I can tell he hasn’t slept in days.  The circles under his eyes are more profound than usual and his skin has turned to a pale grayish color, his black hair matted against his forehead with sweat.  When he sees me he takes a deep breath, and moves his mouth slowly before taking a long drag of his cigarette.


I cross the diner, ignoring the surrounding tables full of screaming children and toothless homeless men picking at greasy strips of bacon.  I take a seat across from him and reach out to touch his face.  When I do, he jumps slightly as if he hasn’t noticed me take a seat across from him.  He skin is cold and clammy and my hand slides easily across the sweat and suddenly I realize he’s crying. 


“What’s the matter?” I say, leaning closer to him, so that our foreheads are almost touching.  “Are you okay?”


He sucks in a ragged breath and looks up at me, his green eyes sparking with a sort of peculiar fire I’ve never seen before.

“I….I…” he says, then covers his face with his hands and begins to mutter again.  “Oh god….Oh god….”


“Mikey!” I snap, grabbing his wrist and jerking it away from his face.  “What happened, what in the hell is going on?”


In slow motion his head raises, as if we’re suddenly in a movie and the camera has slowed down to intensify the scene.  Everything seems to stand still around us and all I can hear is the slow and drifting music coming from the jukebox to my right.  Mikey is staring at me, his eyes jumping back and forth in a manner I could recognize anywhere.  


“Mikey, are you….” I begin slowly, my voice starting to quiver in a manner I can’t seem to control.  “Are you….on drugs?”


I can’t breathe anymore, like suddenly someone has dropped a lead weight into my heart and thrown me into a pool of water.  Immobile, gasping for breathe with lungs that seem unable to function, and praying to god that look in his eyes isn’t what I think it is, I reach out and run my hand through his hair.  He sits silent for a moment, and then slowly lowers his head onto the Formica table top and I can see his shoulders begin to shake as the tears began to fall.


“He told me just once wouldn’t hurt me, just once!” Mikey is whispering now, to no one in particular, just whispering in his usual manner.  


“He? Who’s he?  Mikey?” I know I’m raising my voice, but I can’t stop myself.  I feel myself beginning to shake too, not out of fear but out of pure anger.  Kale has done this, I know it down in the depths of my heart were there aren’t any more lies about Kale left.  He’s gotten desperate and taken Mikey down with him.  My chin begins to tremble and I start to clench my fists together.  I close my eyes and feel like screaming and I can envision the windows of the diner shattering as I begin to shriek.  I feel as though everything has suddenly died within my heart and my only thought is Mikey, sitting there in all his mad splendor crying his eyes out because he knows he’ll never escape this.  It’s just his way: he never does drugs because he knows if he gets started he’ll never stop.  He’ll be worse than Kale.
