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Winter Storm

This is the cast of my nightmare.
Nessa drove fast, snowflakes flying into her more or less ineffectual windshield wipers. She swore under her breath, damning December, Seth, and snow, under the gathering blue-purple clouds. The wind was angrily wrenching the bare winter trees back and forth, miniature cyclones of powder snow and rotting leaves spiraling up and down on the slick pavement. Storm, the panicky yellow streetlights hissed. Storm, the howling wind and heavy clouds whispered. Storm, the harried traffic and choked supermarkets full of people stocking up on batteries, caffeine, and Campbell’s soup worried. Storm, the atmosphere screamed.


Nessa drove past the city limits, eyes panicking, darting from the road to the opening darkness. It was getting harder to see, between the turbulent sky, the snow, and the oncoming night. She kept looking, hoping against hope to catch up with the tall, lanky figure she was searching the side of the road for. 


The night had started out all right. A little tense, maybe, but not volatile. Seth, tall and lean, looking like a caged tiger, radiating lazy threat and careless strength like distant thunder, was sprawled out on the couch with Nessa, dark hair and eyes in painful contrast with her chalk white skin, looking small and timid curled up in his arms. Mya, blond with a confusing mixture of maliciousness and devotion coiled in her emerald green eyes, and Justin, handsome and vaguely out of place, were involved in a heated argument over the most influential album of the nineties.


“I realize Nevermind was groundbreaking in its own way, but come on. It’s some guy playing the same three chords over and over, screaming about heroin addiction. That’s not new. The Downward Spiral, on the other hand…”


“Was a guy with some serious issues punching in sound files into a computer. That’s not music.”


Justin’s jaw dropped. “What do you mean it’s not music?” he asked in a soft, dangerous voice.


Seth rolled his stormy eyes and Nessa whispered in his ear, “Here we go again.”


Mya grinned. “We’ve had this argument before, and I’ve always won.”


“Yeah, based on a set of assumptions that can’t be proved or challenged.”


“That’s your opinion.”


“We’re arguing opinions.”


“Shut the fuck up, Justin.”


“Eat me, Mya.”


“I thought that since you were a college kid you’d ‘outgrown’ that teen angsty shit,” Mya said teasingly, pushing her long blond hair behind her ears in a vaguely coquettish manner.


“Why don’t they just fuck and get it over with?” Seth whispered in Nessa’s ear. Nessa heroically smothered a laugh.


Justin smiled. “Ok, so because I don’t dress in chains and fishnets anymore, I’ve suddenly lost all my connection to the malcontent youth.”


Mya, in her vinyl pants and impossibly skin tight halter top (never mind the wind chill of –20 degrees) nodded. “Pretty much, yeah.”


He laughed. “Damn it, you’ll understand next year.”


Mya’s face grew serious. “Seriously, Justin, what happened?”


“What do you mean?”


“Why’d you have to go and change on us?”


Nessa sat up a little, interested in the answer. To this, Seth raised his eyebrows, but kept his mouth shut. Seth put up with a lot of history with precious little compensation besides the opportunities to counsel through a few self-mutilation episodes and the occasional drunken fit. With his usual casual concern, he slid his hand over Nessa’s in a silent “Don’t get upset, I’m right here” gesture.


Justin sighed. “I don’t think I really changed, I just dropped the act. It was a game, you know? Something to keep my parents worried and my friends entertained. I guess I’ve just figured out some things about myself and about real life that sort of voided 8the whole Goth thing.”


Nessa addressed the maroon carpet. “You pulled it off nicely, though.”


Justin looked at her full on. “But you can’t go through life on the basis of being able to ‘pull it off.’ Sometimes you have to be what you really are and hope to God that it’s enough.”


Nessa smiled a small, hurt smile, and Seth shot Justin a dirty look. Mya’s eyes widened at the growing hostility in the atmosphere and she brightly suggested a game of ERS.


“No, thanks,” said Justin. “I actually think I’m going to head home. It’s supposed to snow pretty hard and I don’t want to get stuck on that hellish road out to my house.”


“Take it easy, man,” Seth said with absolutely zero sincerity, looking over his shoulder as Justin headed out the door.


“You too,” Justin answered in an equally blank voice. “Bye, Nessa. Bye, Mya.”


“Bye,” said Mya, standing up. “Hey Justin. It was good seeing you again, even if you are a fucking preppie.”


“Yeah, good to see you too, even though you’re still a ruthless bitching slut.”


Mya smiled her disarmingly alluring feline smile. “I try.”


“You guys take care, I’ll see you sometime, probably over spring break.”


Nessa grinned. “Have fun getting drunk in St. Louis or wherever you’re spending New Years.”


“I plan on it. I really should get going, I think the snow’s already started. Bye kids, stay out of trouble.”


“Well, it’s a lot easier without our fearless leader around,” Mya said affectionately.


Justin smiled warmly, a trace of the old scheming rebellious spark lurking in the shadows of his face, a reminder that Nessa and Mya both caught and reacted to. Seth took a deep breath and reminded himself that violence was not the answer to all his problems. “Good night guys,” Justin said without turning around.


The remaining three watched the door after it had shut behind Justin.


“I love that kid, even if he has turned into Zen Master College Man,” Mya mused.


“Yeah, he’s a good guy,” Nessa said, choosing her words carefully. Seth glanced at her out of the corners of his eyes, aware of the massive emotional history masked by the simple sentence, but said nothing.


Mya showed no such discretion upon recognizing the complicated nature of the situation. “I tell you what, Ness, you lead a more fucked up love life than just about anyone I’ve ever met.”


“Ok,” said Seth. “New conversation.”


“Yeah, let’s change the subject,” Nessa jumped in, flashing Seth a look of pure gratitude.


“Yeah, because running from our problems solves them,” Mya continued sarcastically.


“Mya,” Seth said, a touch of threat in his tone. “Shut up.”


The pale girl with piercing green eyes started forward, about to launch into a tidal wave of verbal assault, but one look at Seth on the couch stopped her cold. Everything about Seth warned of violence, especially when he turned on the full power of his darkening thunderstorm blue eyes.


“I’m going to go outside and smoke,” Mya said, grudgingly admitting defeat. She stood up, paused to see if anyone would ask her to stay inside, then stormed out.


Nessa and Seth sat in silence for a little while. Then Seth slipped his arms around her and pulled her into a kiss. She sighed.


“Damn it, Why do you have to go and distract me every time I get a good spiral of depression started?”


“Sorry,” he whispered between kisses. “I won’t do it again.”


She smiled, a real smile, and let him touch her.


“What the hell are you two doing?” Mya asked, slamming the screen door on her way back inside.


Seth clenched his fists and spoke in a slow, heavily accentuated voice. “We’re about to fuck, Mya. Is there a problem?”


“Oh no, no problem at all. I don’t mind a bit. You two just go right ahead and-”


Seth suddenly was off the couch, across the room, and had her by the throat.


“Mya. Shut the fuck up,” he said evenly.


Nessa scrambled to her feet. “Seth, Christ, stop it.”


Seth relaxed his grip, looking a little stunned. “Sorry, my temper blew up… I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


Mya’s face was surprised more than anything, until she recovered, her voice shaky and threatening to become a scream. “Get the fuck out of here, asshole.”


Seth’s admittedly weak grasp on self-control almost visibly wavered. “This isn’t your house.”


Mya turned to Nessa, who quite obviously had been praying to a god she didn’t believe in to keep that exact exchange from happening. “Nessa? Tell him to leave.”


“Ok, let’s just calm down,” Nessa spluttered.


“What the fuck, Ness, he fucking tried to strangle me!”


Seth turned a pleading face to Nessa. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”


“You didn’t mean to? You goddamn asshole, you accidentally choked me? And why the fuck are you apologizing to her?”


Nessa swallowed hard, focusing on making the ruler of the underworld rise to the surface to rescue her.


Seth’s voice dropped to a deadly pitch. “I’m sorry, Miranda, I can’t help the fact that you’re an insensitive bitch who doesn’t know when to keep her goddamn mouth shut.”


Mya stood up straight and threw her head back, knowing that in the verbal arena the fight was hers. “And Seth, I forgive you because I can’t help it if you’re a trailer trash idiot with no future and no present to speak of who’s failing school and drinks too much and fights too much to ever become anything other than what you are now -  a fucking failure.”


Seth’s eyes grew dark, dark blue with rage and for a tense second all three thought he would kill Mya with his bare hands. 


Instead, he whirled around and slammed the door on his way out.


I had a dream about sea gulls last night. Two sea gulls spiraling over crashing waves rolling into the sand all blue and green and purple and gold spray across the sunset. Beautiful, brazen birds daring the tides and the winds, flying head on into forces so much more powerful, so dauntingly unchanging. I watched them from the shore, falling in love with the gulls, the waves, the sand, the wind. Then my own wings unfurled, and I took a running start into the waves - the wind caught - I was flying. So high, so weightless, so delirious with freedom. Circling, swooping, living - but I flew too high too fast too far too hard. My wings broke, snapped like brittle straws, and I fell, pathetically flapping my useless wings in feeble protest against the blood-red sea rushing up beneath me.


And the gulls in the sky spiraled even higher as I drowned.

Kurtis Walker twisted around and looked at the clock. “Holy fuck,” he groaned. Six thirty in the evening and he was just waking up. His head rang with all the fury of a raging hangover when he sat up. Then he jumped instinctively at the sight of another pair of feet sticking out of his too-small sheets. He fell back against the bed as the memories came storming back. 


Sarah stretched and yawned and opened her eyes. The same sequence of realizations coursed through her mind, with much the same effect.


“Morning,” Kurt said sheepishly.


“Jesus Christ. What time is it?”


He laughed nervously. “Time to get up, probably.”


“Holy fucking Christ.”


“Yeah.”


“Ummmm, should I go?”


“You don’t have to.”


“Should I?”


Kurt stood up, pulled on a pair of oversized blue jeans, and went to the window.


“It’s snowing pretty hard. I don’t want you to have to drive in this.”


She sighed. “I’m a big girl. I’ll be ok.” She started getting dressed.


“You sure?”


“Yeah.”


Awkward silence. “Want breakfast or anything? Or dinner, I guess.”


She turned to face him. “No thanks.” 


The words were hard, heavy, and had more than one meaning. “Ohh kay,” Kurt said in resignation. “So drive safe or whatever.”


Sarah’s face tightened as though she were about to speak, but then she turned and walked out the trailer door, got into her car, and drove away.


Kurt watched the sick-pale reflection of headlights in the snow until she was out of sight. Then he lit up a cigarette and sunk onto his ugly orange thrift store couch. He loved that damn couch. So many beer stains, bloodstains, rips, tears, and that hideous orange color. He listlessly flipped through the three channels on his beat up television, then chunked the remote across the room, stood up, and smashed his fist into the wall. The pain echoed dully through his nerves. He sat back down, considering the absolute meaninglessness of the act, and then the absolute meaninglessness of his life. 

He took some Tylenol for his headache and settled back into the comforting bullshit of the TV. He flipped around, avoiding the programs and focusing on the commercials. He loved commercials. Safe, plastic, imitation life. It felt closer to reality than a dirty trailer parked in butt-fucking Egypt, as Sarah so delicately commented on her arrival. He hadn’t always felt like this. He had thought he was doing the poetic thing, dropping out of school and saying fuck you to everything he was expected to do. And for a while it had been wonderful – drinking, fucking, working a low-gear fast food job that paid the bills, and writing in his free time. It had been the romantic continuation of his high school career – the lone rebel with the long black hair and deep blue eyes, dressed in black, promising to take girls out of their safe little worlds into a deeper, darker fantasy. But that was gone now. And he was just nineteen years old, living in a trailer in the middle of the woods, with no future except the promise of working at Wendy’s all his life. Even sex had lost its magic. Now it was only a matter of getting someone like Sarah drunk, waking up and remembering what a dirty, unrewarding act it had been, and being alone, in a filthy room that smelled like cigarette smoke and vomit, until the next party.

 He glanced out the window. The storm had settled in, as promised, and even though it was early the night felt old and powerful as midnight. He thought about calling Sarah to make sure she had gotten in safe, but thought better of it. She was a big girl, he reminded himself. And he was a big boy. So there was no reason for the burning feeling of an inexplicable urge to cry behind his eyes. 

I once wrote a suicide note that said at the top of the page, “MY ENTIRE ADOLESCENCE WAS STAGED,” and it was the purest thing I ever wrote because it was true, not just some invention of feeling or a superimposed drama on what is really a very vapid existence. Of course, I guess the purity of that sentence was a little desecrated by the fact that the suicide attempt was a fake. I never admitted that to anyone – how I sliced so carefully to the left of the vein. Just enough to create a good scar, but not enough to actually kill myself. The knife slipped and I woke up in the emergency room, and that’s one of my deepest, darkest secrets – one more special effect.

Justin Thresher settled back into the couch, sipping a steaming cup of hot chocolate. He was nearing his twentieth birthday – one of those birthdays that was just a milestone toward THE birthday at age 21, and was a handsome version of his former outlaw self. He didn’t know quite when the change happened, but somewhere between high school and college, the baggy jeans and rock tee shirts, the chains and pentagrams had given way to a more adult button-up shirt and khakis look. His once wild, shaggy brown hair was now cut short and combed back, handsomely framing his well-defined features and chocolate brown eyes. I grew up, he explained the change to himself. Of course, there was a lot more to it. Getting accepted to Vassar College had been the saving grace of his life. He had been a frustrated, half-way suicidal screw-up in rural Arkansas, but at Vassar he was suddenly transformed into someone worth listening to. That change had, for all practical purposes, saved his life. And suddenly the fashion and the appropriate levels of depression and anger seemed so childish that he shed them instantaneously. He was happy. He was in love with a beautiful Journalism major named Crystal who had shown him the stability he’d never found in his high school circle, love them as he did. 

Visiting home depressed him, in an adult sort of way. On one level, he was genuinely upset knowing that most of them would never get as far as he had, or understand as much, except maybe Nessa, provided she grow a spine and step up a little. On another, there was a part of him that did miss the hormone driven insanity that had pushed him to the edge, pulled him through an apathetic environment, and forced him to feel emotions entirely too powerful and too unjustified to be called anything but adolescence. 

Not to mention his growing urge to fool around with Mya. A fucked up situation all around, he knew, what with her being his ex-girlfriend’s best friend and all. But, he rationalized, Ness was with someone else, and Mya was a very attractive girl. He refrained, barely, for the sake of their friendship, but the thought was right behind the backs of his eyeballs, and he knew Nessa knew it. The tension in that room had been smothering him.

He grinned at the sound of his little sister, shrieking that school had been canceled. One of the down sides of being a college kid was that there were no snow days. It had been a blessing and a curse, living five miles down a dirt road thirty minutes from town. On winter nights like these, though, there was nothing better than to curl up on the couch and enjoy the warmth and solitude of the house. He was home for Christmas, and thoroughly enjoying his break, which ended tomorrow when he drove to St. Louis to spend New Years with his girlfriend.

 “Hey Steph!” He called up the stairs.


“Yeah?” she yelled back.


“Come down here and talk to me!”


Stephanie bounded down the stairs, thirteen years and three months of energy. “What’s up?” she queried.


“Not much, just about to watch a movie. Care to join me?”


She thought about it. “Ok. But Zach’s about to call me and I’ll have to go…”


“Zach?” Justin raised his eyebrows.


“Yeah,” she said, challenging him to carry the insinuation further. 


He shook his head. “Be careful, ok? Teenage boys are innately evil. Trust me, I was one.”


She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I remember. Don’t worry, I can take care of myself.”


“You’d think that…”


“Oh, come on, Justin, I’m a big girl.”


Justin threw his hands in the air. “Oh God, my baby sister’s a teenager! I don’t believe this!”


She playfully chunked a pillow at him. “Yeah, because I’m a teenager, I become a snotty, arrogant moron who makes the worst possible decisions and winds up scarring herself emotionally for the rest of her life.”


“Just wait.”


She grinned. “Thanks for the encouragement. What are you watching?”


“I don’t know. You pick something.”

“Don’t you even think about going after him,” Mya said sternly.

Nessa gave her best friend a desperate look. “Mya, it’s getting really bad outside and I don’t want him to get hurt,” she tried to say, every word causing her what appeared to be mortal agony.

Mya looked hurt herself. “Are you not bothered in the slightest by the fact that he tried to kill me?”

“He didn’t try to kill you, he just…loses his temper sometimes...” she trailed off, seeing the effect her words were having

The other girl’s eyes began to water. “Damn it, Ness, you’ve been my best friend for five years and you’re defending some guy you’ve known for three months over me. Do you understand how much I care about you and that it scares the living shit out of me to see you with this random dipshit who is entirely capable of physically HARMING you? What if he loses his temper on YOU? He’s bad, Ness, I promise you that. I’m not just being bitchy, I know that’s how I come off sometimes, but he really scares me.”

Nessa knew she was supposed to say something but words wouldn’t come out.

Mya closed her eyes. “Why do I try? I don’t know. Why do I keep coming back? I always will. I’m going home. Don’t you dare try to drive that piece of shit car of yours in this weather. Ok?”

Nessa nodded mutely.

Mya left, and Nessa watched her cut through the yard across the street to her house on the other side.

At first she did everything she could to take Mya’s words to heart. She tried to start a movie, listen to music, anything to make her think about something else, more out of a need to nonverbally apologize to her friend then anything resembling sincerity. But after half an hour, she stood up, snatched her car keys and hurried outside into the snow, which was starting to fall very hard and very fast.

Of course she’d known better than to get involved with a guy like Seth, she thought as she drove. She’d known how dangerous he was the second he gave her that lecherous, animal smile of his. Not that he had bad intentions, really, there was just something irresistibly lethal in his charm. She’d fallen into his intensity fast and hard, the way she always did. But Seth was different. Seth was special. And she had a good time with him. After the relationship got off the ground, they’d found a different kind of connection, one that really defied description. But there was always that certain element in him, and it had come crashing down tonight. For all his easy-going casual appearance, Seth had more unadulterated rage seething inside him than anyone she’d ever met, and Mya’s uncensored commentary had been enough to bring a small part of it rushing out against her.

 The digital clock silently switched to 8:00 as she passed the city limits sign. The road was getting more twisty, treacherous, as she drove the familiar two lane highway into the heart of the Ozark mountain range. The hills were more or less gentle, but the sudden turns and unpredictable curves were not. And in the dark and the storm, the rolling woods were anything but comforting. She squinted to see, swerved to miss two sudden headlights. The car skidded and Nessa’s stomach lurched. The near-accident so barely circumvented, she took deep breaths and turned off the radio, ignoring the muscle tension/head rush of the almost-collision.


“Shit!” she yelled in a sudden burst of frustration, slowing her speed as her car began to protest the treatment it was receiving. Finally she rolled down her windows, stopped the car, and screamed at the top of her lungs, “Seth! Where the fuck are you?” Her voice was tiny, weightless, on the shrieking blizzard wind. 


She rolled her windows back up and struggled with her situation. She couldn’t see well enough to drive, but at the same time, she couldn’t make herself turn around and go home. 


“I don’t fucking believe this,” she muttered, pulling the car back into drive. The snow fell harder.

When I was a little kid, I had my own empire. All kids have imaginary friends, but I had a world all to myself and I knew the gate to it was hidden somewhere in the vacant lot behind my house. Granted, it was just a vacant lot, but to a little girl it was good enough to be an enchanted forest. My world was called Syslethia, and I knew its geography by heart. I could spend hours in a trance, playing with unicorns and talking wolves, fighting battles with sea dragons who turned out to be not so bad after all, protecting my fragile little bubble of a world from destruction. Oh and the wars. The drama. It was something else. These were my friends: Resep the griffin, Sheth the demon, Ura the twelve-year-old thief, Secret the wolf, Swift the unicorn, Rahshka the sorcerer/naturalist, Karus the illegitimate princess and royal embarrassment… This was where I lived and reality was only an occasional annoyance. 

I want it back.

Kurt thoughtfully lit another cigarette, taking into focus the ashtray with cigarette butts in twisted, warped positions, like corpses after a terrible battle. He looked and smelled and touched and heard, taking in each sensory channel separately, focusing hard on each one, making life beautiful by reminding himself of the extremely unlikely nature of existence. Sleet pounding on a trailer roof. Yellow light on used, beat up furniture. The smell of smoke and Spaghettios. The taste of cigarettes and peppermints. It was a shitty life to lead, but damn it, this was still life. It was all that really stood between him and a shotgun. 

He’d always wanted to die in a car crash. He thought about it a lot – slamming into another car, dying violently and immediately. It was a comforting thought. Suicide was a cop-out; a car crash would be fate.

Then he heard someone knocking at the door.


“The fuck?” he asked the couch. He thoughtfully handled his knife, just in case, and opened the front door.


“Shit, it’s cold,” he gasped involuntarily. The male figure standing on his makeshift cement block doorstep laughed. “Yeah, man, it is. Do you have a phone I could use?”


Kurt thought for a second, but then remembered that he really didn’t care if he lived or died, and stepped aside to let the stranger in.


“Thanks,” he said. 


“No problem,” Kurt shrugged. “Car break down?”


“No,” said the stranger. “I was walking. Got caught in the storm. I’m really glad someone actually lives out here. I thought it was over for me.”


“Who are you?” Kurt tried to approximate his age, placing him between seventeen and twenty. He was tall, a few inches over six feet, and shaggy hair fell haphazardly into his eyes. He was wearing a huge corduroy coat, baggy jeans, and a Pink Floyd shirt – basic skater uniform. His dark blue-purple eyes sparkled with a lazy intelligence and a spirited rebellion. High school kid, Kurt guessed correctly.


“I’m Seth Chaney. You?”

“Kurt Walker. Are you in school or what?’


“Yeah. I’m a senior. Sort of. I’m this close to failing out, but you know…”


“Yeah, trust me, I do. I was in school till about a year ago, I’m surprised I didn’t recognize you.”


“I’m easy to miss,” he grinned.


Kurt smiled back, liking the kid immediately. “Phone’s underneath all that shit over there, somewhere…”


Seth dug through a stack of magazines and empty cigarette cartons until he found the phone. He dialed a number and listened to it ring. Then he hung up, and dialed another number.


“Hey, Mya,” he said finally. 


Kurt could hear a female voice screech, “Where the fuck are you?”


“I don’t really know. Umm.. Where’s Nessa?”


He listened, straightening and tensing at the voice in the receiver..


“Ok, don’t panic…. Yeah, I fucking know it’s my fault…. Where’d she… What’s she driving?… aw, shit…. Look, don’t worry, I’ll find her, ok? She’s a smart girl, she wouldn’t…ok. Yeah. Did you call the police? Do it. And call her parents.” He clenched his fists and spoke slowly and evenly. “Yes, Mya, they will be angry, but she could fucking die if we don’t find her, understand?… Yeah, ok. It’ll be all right, ok? …Ok. I will. Bye.” He slammed the phone down and took a deep breath.


Kurt raised an eyebrow. “You in trouble?”


Seth laughed, with no humor in the sound. “Yeah, I’m in trouble. Bad night. The weather freaked my girlfriend out And now she’s wandering around in the wilderness looking for my sorry ass.”


“I don’t really blame her for freaking out, this is lethal shit.”


“I’m aware, I’ve been out in it.”


“That’s fucking crazy, man. You should stay here until this blows over. I’m serious; it’s really dangerous out there.”


Seth looked outside, torn between options. “What if something happens to her? It’ll be my fault and that’s not really something I want to have riding my conscience. Trust me, I’ve done enough damage tonight as it is without a fatality added to the list.”


“So call the cops and let them take care of it. You wandering around in the snow isn’t going to help her, it’s just going to get you killed.” Kurt was mentally kicking himself, but there was no way for him not to get involved. He liked the kid, and it usually only took a matter of minutes for him to start caring about someone a whole hell of a lot.


“I know exactly where she’s going. But there’s no way I can find it in the dark, and I’m pretty fucking sure that she can’t either.”


Kurt shrugged. “Do what you have to do, but I really wouldn’t go back out there.” Then – connection. “Are you talking about Nessa Thorne?”


“Yeah, have you seen her?” Seth’s face lit up in a desperate spark of hope.


“No, I just knew her a while back.”


“She’s a good girl, even if she’s a fucking crazy one and I really don’t want anything to happen to her, especially because of me.”


“How far is where you think she’s going?”


“Hell, I don’t know. I don’t know where I am now, which is why I’m really fucking glad I saw your lights. You can’t see ten feet in front of you out there it’s snowing so hard.”


Kurt sat back down on the sofa. “Why the hell were you walking around in the damn woods then?”


Seth sighed. “Long story. I lost my temper and needed to be away from people.”


“Damn. That’s fucking crazy in this weather.”


“I know.” Seth picked up the phone again. “Damn it,” he muttered. “Phone’s out.”


As soon as the words were out of his mouth, the lights flickered and died.


“That was a very cinematic moment,” observed Kurt sardonically, fumbling in the dark for a flashlight.


Seth ran a hand through his wild brown hair and took a deep breath.


“Do you have another flashlight?”


“Yeah,” Kurt said, tossing one at him.


“I’m going to go find her.”


Kurt stood up and got in front of the door. “Listen, man, she’s in a car. If worst comes to worst, she’ll stop driving and sit in there with the heater. You’re on foot. It’s a bad idea.”


“Trust me to know Nessa. She won’t stop till she finds me and the worse it gets the more determined she’ll be.”


“I know Nessa.”


Seth didn’t even pause to consider the implications. “How close is Starler Mountain to here?”


“It’s just right across the patch of woods on the other side of the road. Why?”


“You know all those caves in the base of it?”


“Yeah.”


“That’s where she’s going.”


Kurt thought for a second. “Actually, if she makes it there, she should be ok. Those caves are probably pretty warm, relatively speaking.”


“Yeah, I’m hoping. Think I can walk out there?”


“It’s chancing a lot, but it’s probably doable. I really wish you wouldn’t.”


Seth grinned. “If I don’t come back, at least you can tell them where to find the corpse.”


Kurt rolled his eyes. “You damn kids, thinking you’re fucking invincible. Do what you gotta do, but if you need to stay here, my door’s open.”


Seth looked him in the eyes. “Thanks, man.”


Kurt shrugged. “No problem.”


Seth was half way out the door when Kurt remembered something. 

“Hey, wait. Remember that guy she used to date for forever?”


“Justin Thresher? Yeah, I saw him about two hours ago.”

“Yeah. He lives within easy walking distance. His dad’s got a truck with four-wheel drive. Want me to go get him? We could check the roads, see if she’s in her car somewhere.”


“Would you?”


“Yeah. I’m probably not the first person Justin wants to see, but…”


Seth looked hard at Kurt. “I don’t mean to sound mean, but why are you helping me out like this?”


“Actually now I’m helping Nessa out.”


“Well, thanks. I appreciate it.”


“I’ll see you back here sometime tonight, then?’


“Yeah. Be careful.”


“You too.”


Yes, I remember Nessa, thought Kurt. Damn, that girl was fucked in the head. She’d more or less never talked to him until that one night when she’d showed up at his mother’s house and quite bluntly asked him to have sex with her. So he did. He remembered her standing there, looking so damn desperate and vulnerable. He knew better, he wanted better, but he couldn’t help himself. Then she’d cried all night, telling him all her secrets, the kind that you don’t tell anyone. He’d listened, rather stunned, to hear the quiet girl spill her heart out onto the floor. It had been a painful, irreversible experience, and when she left the next morning she left him with a tenderness for her that he’d never developed on such short notice ever before. In twelve hours he felt closer to her than his fiance at the time. She never found out about that night. 

He hadn’t really talked to Nessa since, especially after Justin, her boyfriend at the time, showed up and started a fight. Which Kurt won, but it was still an episode he didn’t want repeated. The fight had been as weird as the sex. Justin, angry and depressed and raging on his front porch, looked uncannily like his lover had only hours earlier. Kurt hadn’t wanted to hit him; he understood why the guy was upset. He never really quite comprehended what Justin had meant when he said, “I’m doing this because you were something to her that I can’t be,” though. As far as he could tell, those two were desperately in love. It was just sex between him and Nessa. Even so, it was a name he'd remember for a long time. 


Kurt pulled on his heaviest coat, some gloves, and his combat boots, left over from his Gothic punk days, and headed outside.


“Holy fuck!” he gasped as the cold ripped into his lungs, snatching his breath from him. The snow drove into the skin of his face like needles, and the wind screamed in his ears so loud he could barely collect his thoughts.


“This is an amazingly bad idea,” he informed himself as he started walking down the road.


Justin answered the door. Kurt stood shivering on the doorstep, waiting for the inevitable - 


“What the fuck are you doing at my house?”


Kurt sputtered, “It’s about Nessa. Could I please, pretty please, come inside?”


Justin eyed him suspiciously but motioned him inside. “I don’t want to freeze out my family,” he explained so that Kurt understood he had no qualms about leaving him out in the cold. “What about Nessa? Have you seen her?”


“No, but some kid named Seth Chaney showed up at my house and told me he knew where she was going. I thought maybe you’d help her out a little and drive down the road in your truck to see if she’s stuck or…”


“I know what happened. Her friend Mya called me a few minutes before the phones went dead… why don’t you do it?”


“Because I can’t afford a fucking car. Seth went to check those caves out by the mountains. He’s coming back to my house as soon as he hopefully finds her.”


Justin looked behind him at the interior of his house. “I really don’t want to get out in this…”


“Justin, she could fucking die. And so could that Seth kid, who I personally kind of like.”


“I could see how someone like you would,” Justin said evenly.


“I’m going to take that as a complement,” replied Kurt in the same voice.


“Then I guess let’s go.”


“Let’s, then.”


“I’ll go attempt to explain this to my mother.”


Justin started down the hallway. Then he turned back to Kurt.


“Ok. Do you swear that you’re not fucking with me? Because if I drive out in this and someone’s life isn’t in danger, I’ll come to your goddamn trailer and kill you.”


“I promise, ok? And Justin?”


“What?”


“I really don’t like you.”


Justin answered by walking off.


Justin paused for a second, then walked into his mother’s room and quickly said, “A friend of mine is stuck. I’ll be home as soon as I get her safe.”


Before his mother could finish telling him to stay the hell inside, he was out the door, rather enjoying making Kurt jog to keep up. His coat wasn’t enough to keep out the freezing wind. The snow stung his eyelashes as he made his way to the truck. Which wouldn’t start. Kurt pointed out that the car wasn’t in park. Justin gave him his most venomous go-to-hell look and jerked the gearshift into park. The truck rumbled to life. Nessa, you jackass, Justin thought. As long as he’d known her, she’d been finding ridiculous ways to get herself into trouble. Dating Seth was one of them, he’d privately felt, but kept his mouth shut. He’d graduated the past year, and felt vaguely out of touch with the raging adolescence that held his friends at home firmly in its grasp. Nessa had been the worst about it. Everything was an emotional event for her. One of the up sides of college was the ability to let go of the emotional insanity for a little while.


Nessa had been a big part of that emotional insanity. 


He could see her with his eyes shut, standing five feet five inches tall, in big jeans and a black tank top, frankly questioning him about the nature of God. He could see her crying and apologizing, anger seething in her gray eyes and love burning in her smile. He remembered her emotional instability, the fights and the suicide attempts, the raging silences and the furiously fiery sex. She was one of those things that couldn’t quite fit into any sort of equilibrium. He missed her sometimes, like he missed the mystery the woods used to hold for him. Now they were just trees. Just some mountains. Just a girl with serious emotional problems and an inability to reconcile reality with herself. The excitement and intellectual intensity of higher education had truly set him on fire, but he couldn’t help but look back on the bizarre irrationalities of the past with some longing.


The storm showed no signs of caring or quitting.


Nessa couldn’t tell if she was even still on the road. She was driving too fast through a whirling white haze spiraling into darkness around her. The full reality of her predicament started kicking in. “I’m not going back until I find Seth,” she announced to herself, fighting down the panic. “I’m not-“


It happened fast. The car skidded on a patch of ice, the steering wheel freezing in Nessa’s hands. She tried to regain control over the vehicle, but it only spun in the opposite direction. “Oh Jesus Christ,” she said, more annoyed than frightened, as the car tumbled down a steep hill. Nessa sat rigid, paralyzed by the merciful anesthesia of mortal terror as the world turned circles around her.

I’m going to die. 

Glass flew, metal shrieked against rocks and ice, then CRASH – the car slammed into a tree, sending Nessa flying through the windshield and landing a good ten feet away.

I had a nightmare once about flying. I have nightmares all the time, but this was one of the worst kinds – feeling nightmares, like the one I had where I died and no one could think of anything to say at my funeral. My nightmare went like this: I could remember that I used to be able to fly, but that over time I’d forgotten how. And in the nightmare all I could think about was flying, and I wanted to so badly, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember how. I tried – I tried so hard, but I could just barely get off the ground. And that frustration, that absolute despair locked into my stomach like fear and I woke up in the middle of the night crying.


Nessa groaned, snatching onto consciousness. A wrenching, spastic pain was working its teeth into her ankle. She tried to stand, but the motion sent searing waves of hurt coursing through her entire body. Tears worked their way out of her eyes, painful and hot as the throbbing agony in her leg. “Stop.. please make it stop..” she cried, to no one in particular. Glass shards had cut into her arms and legs, and she could feel hellacious bruises forming in countless locations, not to mention the dizzy ringing misery pounding in her head. “Goddamn it,” she moaned, rolling onto her back. The snow stung like insects, driven hard and fast by the raging wind. “Please somebody help…” she said faintly, realizing she couldn’t be heard. 


I’m going to die. The last thing I see… this is it. It’s over, just like this. It’s not really that cold, even. I can see stars over there, so maybe it’s about to clear up. Or maybe I’m seeing things. This isn’t a bad way to go. I’m not that cold. I’m not that scared. It doesn’t hurt so bad. I’ll just go to sleep. And it’s over. My bullshit life is over. Curtain. Exeunt. I wish I could see the stars.


The doorbell rang, and Kurt opened it, looking deliciously dangerous in a black tee shirt and black jeans, a cigarette dangling haphazardly between his lips.


“Hey,” he said, cocking his head to the side, surprised to see Nessa Thorne standing uncertainly on his porch.


“Hi,” she said softly, absolutely terrified of the six foot something tall delinquent. “Um… do you remember who I am?”


“Yeah,” he said in a friendly voice. “You sat by me in study hall. What’s up?”


Nessa almost visibly trembled at his voice. “Um,” she started, fear and nervousness distorting her barely audible voice. “Do you want to have sex?”


Kurt’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”


Nessa stared at the ground. “Do I really have to say it again?”


Kurt blinked hard. “No, are you serious?”


Nessa nodded without looking at him.


“What about Justin…”


She shrugged.


“Uh, come on in,” said Kurt, still rather stunned but unable to pass up the opportunity, never mind the terrified, desperate expression in her eyes.


I needed to feel something.


Justin turned his head to the side so that they were facing.


“I love you,” he whispered.


“I love you, too,” Nessa answered. Then she smiled, really big.


“What?” asked Justin smiling back.


“I’m just so happy.”


Justin playfully rustled her hair. “Ness, you make this town bearable.”


She whistled. “High praise.”


“I mean it.”


“I know.”


They stared into each other’s eyes for a little while. Finally Justin broke it. “Want some ice cream?”


She shrugged. “Sure.”


“Then, love of my life, let’s go.”


“Ok,” she said, getting dressed again.


Justin. Crazy, raging, vicious Justin. Where’d you go? I miss you, you sick little fuck. I miss you knowing everything about me and telling me shit about myself I never knew. I miss your anger, your passion, your burning connection to life. I miss being able to love you. And I’m glad you’re happy, I really am. But are you as happy as you used to be angry? Because until you are I wish you wouldn’t quit fighting.


Mya and Nessa sat perched on a cliff overlooking the Buffalo River.


“Don’t get so close to the edge,” Mya said nervously as Nessa swung her feet over the side. “I’m fine,” Nessa answered.


“If you die and it’s my fault, I’ll have to kill myself so I can hunt you down in the afterlife and kick your ass.”


“I believe you,” Nessa said with a grin.


“Damn, it’s pretty out here,” Mya said as she watched a bird swoop on the currents.


“Is that an eagle?” Nessa asked, sitting up.


“Nope, just a buzzard. They’re a whole lot prettier in the air than up close.”


“I want to think it’s an eagle.”


Mya shrugged. “Go right ahead, then.”


Memories rushing back, burning like fire. Memories are the base of all nightmares, all futures, and I don’t understand mine at all.


Nessa first met Seth at a party. This was unusual in two ways: one being the fact that Nessa was at a party, the other being the fact that at this party, she spoke to someone. She was a painfully shy girl, and took no measures to disguise it.


Seth had seen her from across the room, and instantly his predatory instincts flared up.


“Hi,” he said, with his ingratiatingly warm, disarmingly lecherous smile.


Nessa looked up as though she’d been shot with a blow dart gun. “Hi,” she said softly, nervously.


“You’re Mya’s friend, right?”


She nodded.


“Let me guess. She dragged you here.”


Nessa nodded again.


“Where’s she at?”


Nessa gestured with her eyes toward the sofa, where Mya was making a wobbly ascent onto its back, performing a stirring rendition of “Purple Rain.” 


Seth whistled. “Ok. Look. You look absolutely miserable. Want to go outside and get away from this throng of drunken, sweaty morons?”


Nessa grinned and nodded again.


“Do you ever speak?”


“Sometimes.”


“Cool,” he laughed, steering her out the door by putting his hand on the small of her back. Nessa felt the animal electricity in his touch and, against all her better judgement, went with it.


What started out as a warm, stiffening feeling in Seth’s loins turned into a nightlong discussion of God and truth and the perils of modern living. Which became a fragile, irrational sort of relationship based on the fact that both knew, without telling each other, that at any given minute either one of them could be lying.


I lie until I don’t know what’s real. I do this on purpose, I think, but I don’t really know why. I lie all the goddamn time. And so does everyone around me. And I think we all know it – that we’re all hopelessly lost inside this maze we’ve created, that reality is so hopelessly out of our reach we’re all lost beyond recovery. But maybe we all need it. We have to have that edge, that fantasy shaping our lives, because if you take away the fantasy, what’s left?


“Does this creep you out?” Seth asked as he turned into the cemetery under the bright orange harvest moon.


“Hm mm,” Nessa shook her head, absorbed in contemplation of the jeweled sphere. She liked to imagine that her and the moon shared a very special, private relationship. Every once and a while, she’d look up and see a full moon and find such an immense comfort in it she could forget her total lack of faith for a few minutes and be half-way at peace. What she couldn’t make people understand was that she wanted, needed to believe in all the things she heard other people believe, she just couldn’t. She felt as though her spirit had flown away a long time ago and left her an animal shell with a streak of the fantastic coursing through the empty halls of a faithless heart.


But Justin always said she was just being melodramatic.


But Justin’s gone now, she thought, staring at the October sky.


“Here’s the old bastard,” Seth said, rolling to a stop. Nessa looked at him, wondering what to do – get out of the car, say something, let him talk when he felt like it…


But Seth stayed in the car. He just stared at the grave for a few seconds, waved goodbye and started driving. “Hey Nessa?” he asked.


“Mm hm?” she asked, taking care to use a gentle voice.


“Do you believe anything I tell you, ever?”


“Yeah,” she said, confused.


“Why?”


“I don’t know,” she answered honestly.


He nodded. “Ok.”


They drove out the cemetery gates in silence. It wasn’t until they’d reached the end of the gravel road and turned back onto the main highway that he spoke again.


“My grandfather was a really good guy.”


Nessa sat silently, instinctively reaching over and taking Seth’s hand.


“I miss the fucker. He never lied to anybody.”


Nessa took a deep breath, being the only person alive who could really realize the importance of what he was telling her.


“Seth?”


“Yeah?”


“I trust you.”


“You’re an idiot.”


“Oh well.”


He smiled, a sad, real smile. “I trust you, too.”


There was silence for a few minutes. When Seth reached Nessa’s driveway, he commented, “We’re a pretty fucked up couple.”


Nessa grinned. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”


Seth leaned over and kissed her. “Good night.”


Nessa looked at him hard. “Want to come inside?”


Seth checked the driveway. “Where are your parents?”


“Out of town.”


Seth gave her a searching look. “Do you know what you’re doing?”


She nodded and looked at him, nothing but a serious desire to communicate resonating in her face. 


“Why?” he asked.


“Because it’s the only thing I know how to do.”


He kissed her again. “You’re one fucked up little girl,” he commented as they walked into the darkened house. 


Nessa lay very still, feeling snow blow over her, burning at first, then numbing. She listened to her own breaths, which were becoming raspy and shallow. The woods were dark and smothering, an added layer of impenetrability surrounding her.


“I’m going to die,” she struggled for the words, listening to them slice through a tiny cross section of the winter storm, then immediately dispelled by the raging wind.

God, please. I have never wanted to believe in you so badly in my entire life. Goddamn you, my heart is as open as I can make it. Please. Please. Please.

God, I know I had you once.

I saw you every time I ran across that valley, my valley, where it’s always so green and the dew sparkles like diamonds. I saw you on the shore of that ocean, my ocean, in the waves, powerful, rolling waves like liquid thunder on the sand. I saw you in that sky, my sky, so blue my human eyes could hardly take it, the air so sweet, my lungs could barely withstand it, where I felt so fucking alive and free – I could do anything. I was happy. And it was so goddamn beautiful. Sweeping mountain ranges reaching to the sky, rocky crags and peaks, snow blowing across them – 

It’s not really that cold here -

And I knew that there was something better, something bigger, something to make this world into something I could handle, something there was an escape from. Where’s that escape now? Why can’t I see my ocean? God, I don’t want to die without ever seeing a real ocean. Because it would be so beautiful, I know it would be. My ocean has to be real, because I can see it so clearly, so beautifully. I want to swim in the ocean. I want to feel waves underneath me. I want to know that you, God, are real and present in my reality. I need you to be here now, here where I’m dying in the snow. I don’t want to die thinking that my entire life has been a fake, that all this time I’ve been pretending for the sake of pretending and not for experiencing a deeper meaning.

Where the fuck are you, God? I’m doing everything I can. Why don’t you hold up your end of the bargain?



To whom all hearts are open



All desires known



And from whom no secrets are hid…

So you want to know my secrets, God Who Isn’t There? No body can know my secrets, because my secrets are the truth and I can’t remember them myself. So how can anybody know what’s real? And I know that you can’t see that deep into me. So I’ve murdered you, God, if I’ve stolen the truth from you. So we’ll die together, in the snow, in the deception. And we’ll be in oblivion together. Amen.

I’m so scared.

I don’t want to die.

I don’t want to die all alone like this.

I’m so scared. 


“So.” Kurt said as they drove into the storm. “How’s school?”


“Great, how’s Wendy’s?”


Kurt smiled his most charming smile. “Great. Seeing anybody?”


“Yeah, girl named Crystal. She’s really classy. The kind of girl you don’t find around here. Not that you’d know, I guess you’ve never been very far.”


“I’ve been far enough to know that you’re an asshole.”


“Well, well, I guess you DON’T need a college education after all, with you demonstrating verbal skill like that.”


Kurt shook his head. “Remember when we used to get high together?”


“Remember when setting fires in Wal-Mart was cool? You’re still there. I’m somewhere better.”


“Justin, you are arguably the most insecure person I have ever met. And I’m not going to let you piss me off.”


“Jesus, I let you fuck my girlfriend. It seems like you could at least humor me and act like I’m making you mad.”


Kurt grinned. “Best I’ve ever had, too.”


Justin slammed on the breaks and the car skidded to a halt several feet away. “I swear to God I will kill you.”


Kurt shook his head in disbelief. “Damn, are you this hostile toward Seth? This shit happened years ago.”


“So maybe it still hurts. And no, I’m not this hostile toward Seth. I think he’s a screw-up and his life’s going no where. I think he’s going to take Nessa down with him and that scares the shit out of me. But he at least didn’t go behind my back.”


“Fuck you, Justin. You don’t understand as much as you think you do.”


“Fuck you too, in ten years we’ll see who’s happy and who’s still in this hellhole.”


Kurt smiled with no warmth in the expression. “Why wait to find out? We’re both miserable right now.”

“Jesus, Nessa? Nessa, oh my god, you idiot, where are you?” Seth’s voice was strong over the storm as he ran past her piece of shit car, crushed like an insect into a tree.


Nessa fought to collect control over her body and managed to force out a strangled cry.


Seth was at her side in a matter of seconds. “What happened?”


“I… ran off the road… I can’t walk…”


“Oh god, Ness, you’ve got to walk, ok? Kurt’s house is just over there, but I can’t… I can’t carry you that far.”


She groaned again. “You really can’t do it, can you?” he asked, knowing the answer without even seeing her face.


“Ok, I’m going to carry you to the caves, can you make it?”


She nodded. 


“This is going to hurt like hell, hon,” he said, lifting her under her knees and shoulders. Nessa stiffened in pain and tried not to cry. Seth started walking. The entrance to ‘his’ cave was only around fifty yards away. Nessa had come close, at least. The wind blew hard against him, not making the brief, painful journey any easier.


Finally he got her into the dark mouth of his private lair. “And the out-of-shape teenagers struggled forward….into a heart of impenetrable darkness…”murmured Nessa with a thin smile, repeating their English class’s Heart of Darkness joke.

“Oh, god, shut up,” groaned Seth. “That book was interminable!” He smiled at her as warmly as he could, trying to fit her into the low entrance as painlessly as possible. The wind had blown the snow against the other side of the mountain, leaving the cave dry and relatively warm. Nessa was chalk white and shivering against the orange glow of the flashlight.


“I’m going to start a fire,” Seth said, observing her condition.


“With what?” she asked weakly.


“Hey, I was in Boy Scouts. I know what I’m doing.”


“You were a boy scout?” she was attempting to laugh.


“Yeah, and we’d better both be thankful. So don’t make fun, huh?”


She rolled her eyes. “Just teasing.”


Seth did manage to get a fire going, after a mild struggle. For years, this had been his personal escape route. He remembered stocking it up in second grade, hiding chips and Coke, blankets, firewood, comic books, and other basic survival needs behind the scattered rock formations in preparation for the day when he finally ran away from home and came to live in here with the wolves he imagined roamed near by. Recently, he had regarded such activity as childish, but now he was exceedingly grateful for being a weird little kid with a hyperactive imagination. 

Nessa lay on her back, staring at the fire’s red shadow play across the roof of the cave. Seth’s cave. It wasn’t a particularly grand cave, just a little carved out space under the mountain. But it was Seth’s, and had been since the day he found it on his seventh birthday. Nessa was the only person who he’d ever shown it to, and she was the only one capable of understanding exactly what it meant to him. 

He looked at her for a minute, and said, “Ok. I’m going to go find Kurt and Justin and tell them to go get an ambulance. I’ll be right back.”


“You’re not fucking leaving. Didn’t I make you watch The English Patient?”


He laughed. “Yeah, but this isn’t a movie. Reality isn’t quite that extreme.”


“Mine is.”


He started to laugh, then saw that she was serious. “What do you mean by that?”


She smiled. “I don’t know.” 


“I’ll be right back, ok?”


She didn’t seem to hear him. “You know, it’s sad. I’m lying here dying, and all I can think about is the fact that I won’t know how I did on that damn chemistry test. What’s that say about my life?”


“You’re not dying. You have a sprained ankle, a few scratches, and it’s ungodly cold.” He stopped when he caught the hollow, dull look in her eyes. Then he realized that Nessa had been dying for a long time before this. “I’ll be right back.”


“How did Kurt and Justin get involved in this?”


“Long story.”


“I’ve got time.”


He sighed. “Basically I stormed out here in a blind rage, until I could barely feel my legs, I stopped at some random trailer to call you to make sure you didn’t come out here after me, and the guy happened to know you and offered to go get Justin to help out. Why the fuck did you do this?”


“Well, hell, Seth, it’s a blizzard out here. You need to time your homicidal rages better.”


“Will do, coach.”


She smiled, barely. “Take it easy, Seth.”


“Jesus, Ness, this isn’t a deathbed scene.”


“Please don’t leave for a little while.”


He sighed. “Why do you have to be so over-dramatic?”


She laughed. “Come on, can’t you see the plot line unfolding? The young lovers get in a fight. He storms out into the night. She goes home, cries, sees the storm begin to gather. Drives out after him in a panic, wrecks her car, dies in his arms. It’s a beautiful little story.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“I don’t know.”


Nessa was quiet a while, intently focused on the difficult process of breathing. Then she said softly, “Hey Seth?”


“Don’t even start with this poignant last line shit.”


“No, I just wanted to say that you’re a really cool boyfriend.”


He shook his head with a grin. “You’re a pretty cool girlfriend. Even if you are a fucking psycho.”


She shrugged as best she could. “When I said I wanted to spend a snowy winters’ eve with you, this wasn’t exactly what I meant…”


He bent down and kissed her. “Anything for you, dear.” 


See, this romance bullshit does matter. Because I’m dying, and the last thing I’m thinking about is the people. About Justin and Seth and Kurt and Mya, and all the bizarre connections we’ve made. Or is that just what I want to be thinking about. Because it’s the theatrical thing to think. The Shakespearean conclusion. And does it really matter, because I’ll never write it down or explain it, because I’ll be dead. So it’s ok to really only be thinking that I’m so fucking scared. The movie’s over, and it had no plot and no one ever saw it except me. The end. The true story is there was no story. There was no meaning. And Justin knows it. And Kurt knows it. And Seth… Seth’ll figure it out. This is a very empty world to die in.


Nessa lay very still, pretending that her ankle didn’t hurt and that she wasn’t bleeding. The pitiful little fire danced and crackled, and she listened to the rasping shallow breaths she was struggling for.

And me and Seth. We’re both out here in this storm, when everyone else has the sense to stay inside and keep warm. We’re throwing ourselves into it. He’s angry and I’m dying. We’re cold and scared and we refuse to come back inside where it’s safe. This was my life. And it was mine and I made it beautiful, even if it was a beautiful show. And I want it to end in a storm, because I’m a stormy person. And I want Seth here because he’s the same way. There’s a storm in me and it’s one that isn’t going to blow over. It’s as real as my lungs collapsing in my chest.

I don’t believe of word of this. God, don’t let me die.


I wish I believed in God right now.


Seth ran a hand through Nessa’s hair.


She tried to laugh. “Even now, you’re still being inhumanly sweet.”


He smiled. “I try.”


She groaned a little. “Seth, it really hurts.”


“I can go get help.”


She shook her head. “No, please don’t leave. I don’t mind dying as long as I’m not by myself.”


“Goddamn it, Nessa, you’re not dying.”


“I’m trying not to. I’ve always been trying not to. It’s an exhausting fight.”


Sex. Lies. Love. Drugs. Self-mutilation. Hell, even suicide. Just trying to keep myself from dying.


 Seth stood up as best he could in the shallow space. “Damn,” he said, trying to speak lightly. “I swear it used to be bigger in here.”


“Please don’t go,” Nessa sad softly.


“I have to,” he said. “I’ll be right back, I promise. And don’t think about that damn movie. Think Last of the Mohicans, ok?”



“Burned at the stake until someone has the kindness to shoot me through the heart?”


“Smart ass.” He bent down and kissed her forehead. She stiffened from the pain erupting from the small pressure, but fought to keep it from showing. “I’ll be right back.”


“Please,” she said again.


“I’ll be right back,” he repeated. Then he forced himself to turn around and leave.


Seth struggled through the woods for only five minutes before Justin and Kurt came crashing into sight in Justin’s truck. “Seth! What the hell is going on?”


“Ness ran off the road,” he yelled over the storm. “She’s ok, but her ankle’s pretty fucked up and she’s got some bad cuts. She can’t walk. Is there any way to call an ambulance?”


“Yeah, I’ve got a cell phone,” said Justin, digging in his pockets. 


“Is she ok?” Kurt asked.


“Yeah, she should be fine. You know Nessa, she’s talking about dying, but it’s just a sprained ankle.”


“Yeah, I know Nessa,” said Justin with a wry smile as he dialed 911. “I met her in a fucking psychiatric hospital.”


“We’ve got a fire and all. Tell them to come to the mountain and look for fire.”


Kurt laid a hand on Seth’s shoulder. “Stay here and catch your breath.”


Seth shook his head. “I need to get back to her. She’s not doing too well.”


“I’ll go with you,” said Justin.


“The hell you will,” said Kurt. “There will be a minimum of people wandering around lost in the blizzard, understand?”


“I don’t fucking believe you!” Justin exclaimed. “You just don’t want me to be her hero!”


Kurt’s mouth opened in astonishment. “That is arguably the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”


Seth closed his eyes briefly and turned around and headed back to the cave, unnoticed by Justin and Kurt.


“You fucking asshole,” stewed Justin.


“No, wait,” said Kurt. “Don’t fucking do that. This happened years ago, and it was one night, and all it was was sex. It’s not like we were in love, or anything, and either way you look at it, it was just a high school relationship. Why are you being so fucking touchy? And why are we fighting about it when her life is in danger in the middle of a goddamn blizzard?”


“Don’t you get it?” asked Justin.


“What?” Kurt shot, confused by the question.


“I loved her and she loved me. I know that. But you – it was passionate and it was crazier and it was more of a goddamn…story, I guess… than anything I could have given her. Do you understand that? That’s what I hate you for. You gave her a piece of something bigger than reality. All I could do was love her.”


Kurt looked at Justin for a few seconds. “That’s really fucked up.”


“Fuck you, all right?”


“You know why you really hate me, don’t you?”


Justin stared at him hard. “Why?”


Kurt smiled. “Because, Justin, we’re entirely too close to being the same person and it scares the shit out of you.”


Seth moved fast through the trees, back to the barely visible maw of the cave. With practiced technique, he slid back into his space where Nessa had passed out. “It’s gonna be ok,” he told her. “We’ll survive this storm, too.” Nessa groaned a little in response, and the storm kept howling.


I hate waking up in hospitals. I’d rather die than wake up in that white room in that paper-y bed with that sanitized smell in my nostrils. I’ve only woken up in a hospital room three times – four, counting being born. Once, when Dad and I got in that accident and I came so close to dying. That was just last year after I had that miscarriage. Maybe it wasn’t a miscarriage, I don’t really know, and Justin said it wasn’t, but anyway, they gave me morphine at the hospital and I had a dream about it. The baby, that is.

In the dream , there was this red red red red haze drifting lazily across my eyelids as I stared at the aborted Christ in front of me. Those unformed eyeballs standing out like smudged, wet glass peered back at me.


“Do I need to apologize to you?” I asked, liquid morphine running down my arms, between my legs.


“Oh no,” it answered lightly in its scratched newborn kitten voice. “You don’t owe me anything. I’ll be indebted to you for the rest of your life.”


“I’m sorry you had to die before you lived.”


“Spare me. Why would you be seeing me if I was dead? I won’t die for a long time, Vanessa, and I think you know that.”


“Yes, I guess I do.”


And I was lying down and the creature was crawling away like a snail, its useless fetal limbs dragging on the floor behind it. And all I wanted was to see that thing dead, swirling around in a toilet bowl, and I felt myself falling back into the hospital bed, oddly out of synch with my body. My veins were the Mississippi turned backwards in an earthquake and I fumbled clumsily in my involuntary brain muscles trying to make sense of my heart beat. 

Another time I was in the hospital I swallowed a bottle of aspirin. It was a stupid thing to do, and I called Mya right afterward. She’s always been a good friend. She takes care of me.  And once I was in the hospital when I slit my wrist. I didn’t mean to cut so deep, I really just wanted some attention. But I realized that I’d had more success than I meant to and had to call the ER myself. Sucked. But that’s how I met Justin. He did the same fucking thing. I loved him. I love him. It wasn’t really a suicide attempt, I just really didn’t know what else to do. So I took what seemed to be the only available option and tried to make myself think I wanted to cut it short. You can only go so long staging your entire life.  I think that’s my paradox, especially since it was a staged suicide. I want so desperately to feel something, anything, that I invent emotions. So then how can I tell if I’ve ever felt anything that’s real? I’m a hollow girl. 

And now this. But I’m glad to be here, too, because I want to know what happened. I hope everyone else is ok. I hope my car isn’t totaled. I’m pretty sure it is. I hope Seth is ok. I hope he’s not feeling too bad about all this, since it really was sort of his fault. But not really. I’m kind of glad this happened. Because it’s a good story. And it really happened. And I said and thought some beautiful things. Or did I just tell myself that I did to make it a better story? Oh well. You have to keep living. 

Regardless, that was a wonderful storm.


“See, I told you you weren’t going to die,” Nessa heard Seth’s voice before her vision swam into being again. 


“But I almost did.”


He grinned. “Just like you had a tumor in your throat last year.”


“Hey,” she said, smiling back. “I don’t know that it was cancerous, but there was a mass of tissue lodged in my throat for three weeks. I know it was there. I could feel it when I swallowed.”


Seth shook his head. “Ok, Vanessa.”


She twisted her head to the side. “That’s the first time you’ve ever used my real name.”


He rolled his eyes. “We are not getting all schmaltzy right now, so don’t use that tone.”


“Why not?”


“Because there are people here to see you and I don’t have the strength to get drippy and emotional.”


“You’ve been here all night, haven’t you?”


He shrugged nonchalantly. “Free coffee.”


“I love you.”


“You love an idea.”


“It’s the same thing.”


“Hey, Nessa,” Justin said, coming in through the door. Seth discreetly stepped out.


“Hey Justin, haven’t seen you alone in a while,” she said with a real smile.


“Yeah, I know. Weren’t you in some kind of trouble the last time I saw you in privacy?”


“Not bad trouble. I just locked myself out of the house at three in the morning and needed a place to stay.”


“You’re so weird.”


“Thanks for everything last night. I don’t guess I was conscious when you were around, but my spirit was very grateful for your presence.”


“It was good to see you, even if you were all dirty and covered in your own blood.”


“Yeah. Have you noticed that it always seems to take a near-death experience to bring us together?”



“You did not almost die.”


“So…. How’s life?”



“It’s life. How’re you doing? Not right at this particular moment, but just in general.”


“I’m doing.”


I died last night.


They stared at each other for a little while, then Justin stood up. “I’ll give you back to Seth. Take care, ok? Oh yeah, Kurt said hi.”


Nessa raised her eyebrows.


“Yeah, I had to spend entirely too much quality time with the fucker.”


“Hey Justin.”


“Yeah?”


“I won’t see you again, will I?”

He looked at her gently. “Probably not for a while.”


She nodded. “Ok. Goodbye, Justin. Again.”


Keep running, if that’s what you have to do.


“Goodbye, Nessa.”

I die all the time.


When Justin was gone, Seth came back in. “Hey,” he said softly. “I’m going to head home and get some sleep. You should, too. Your mom’s here. I’m pretty sure you can go home today, so give me a call when you feel up to using a phone.”


“Ok, Seth. Thanks.”


“For nearly killing you?”


“Yes.”


This is my nightmare. It ends whenever I decide to let it end. I never will.
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