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The clock was ticking. An undetermined amount of time stood between me and the end. If only I knew how much.
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1.  Fire
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I was burning up again. Sweat wetted my sheets, and I felt hot and cold at the same time. The pain in my limbs was almost unbearable. Almost. Because I was still here. And I would be again, tomorrow. I had stopped saying that I couldn’t take it anymore because, in the end, that was annoying for everybody. Don’t cry, don’t whine, just be tough. That was the way my father raised me. And that was the way of the teachers in the boarding school I had been living at for two years now.

“Mary, are you awake?” a voice whispered in the early morning light. It was Kate, who was very fond of me, although I didn’t understand why. I wasn’t always nice to her. I tried, but sometimes the pain and the constant emptiness I felt made me snap when she was crying like a baby. But I always quickly changed my attitude because being unpleasant to her felt like kicking a puppy. And, on top of that, I couldn’t blame her for behaving like a baby, because she was: Kate was two years younger than the rest of us and only in our class because she was particularly brilliant. But this morning, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be nice. I just moaned and turned around, pretending to have a nightmare.

That was close to reality, anyway. I had just woken up from hell. I was in a well, deep, cold. Around me, I saw concrete walls, without anything to hold on to. I was barefoot, on the floor, shivering. I heard them coming. I looked up, although I knew that a terrible vision was about to appear. If only I could look away. My head hurt like someone was hitting it with a sledgehammer from the inside. I wanted to scream, but I didn’t want them to hear me. But they knew I was there. I heard them growling. A few more seconds now. Fingers appeared, attached to little hands. Soon, I would see their faces. They were hungry. Hungry for me.

“Mary, Mary!”

“Yes, I am awake. Give me some time.” I had always been haunted by pain and strange visions that, almost without exception, occurred at night, leaving it undetermined if they were hallucinations or just plain dreams. But they were getting more and more frequent, and more and more violent. Often, I had to get out of bed and sneak down to the kitchen to steal a glass of milk to calm down and get back to reality. Once, I called Chrissy, my girlfriend, but I’d forgotten that her mother took her phone at bedtime because she didn’t want her to watch TikTok in bed, or worse.

I loved Chrissy in an intense, incomprehensible way. She was one of the rare people, like my grandmother, who filled up a little bit of that black hole I had in my stomach. Although she was independent and very different from me, we connected in a way we couldn’t explain.

But her family sucked. Big time. I almost preferred my own crazy father, who lived like a freak in the mountains in the house I grew up in, reading, studying, and doing mysterious research. I missed him, nevertheless. I even missed my life there. Yes, it had been lonely. And spooky. My mother died when I was a baby, and my father never got over her death. Her clothes were still in her closet, her coat hung on the coatrack in the big hallway, as if she would come running down the stairs any minute, grab it, and go out for a walk. And yes, it had been hard to study by myself, on a computer. But it was quiet there. There was no noise of other voices, of the girls who were always laughing, arguing, or commenting on their pitiful lives. So loudly. The only noise came from the wind running through the rare trees that grew up there. And in the winter, even that sound was softened, covered up by a soft white blanket of snow. The thought of the snow cooled my brain, and my body followed. I grabbed my comforter, put my arms around myself, and thought about Chrissy, who lived in the small town three miles from school.

One of the good things about this place was Chrissy. And the fact that I was a little less lonely than I had been at home. The emptiness I had felt inside me as long as I could remember was still there, but being surrounded by living souls, voices, and distraction all the time made it less painful. At home, there was no one to talk to besides my father, which left too much room for my brain to think.

The food was good too. That was loads better than at home, where we only got provisions once a week, so we were doomed to eat what we grew in the garden and the heavy, dark bread my father baked. I didn’t miss that, for sure. When I was just about to drift off to sleep again, to get a little rest after the hours of feverish dreaming, the bell rang. God, I hated my life.

“Come on, Mary. You’ll be late for breakfast!” Kate was jumping up and down, her hairbrush in one hand, her stockings in the other. They made us wear a school uniform here. Chrissy never missed a chance to say how ridiculously old-fashioned that was, but I actually found it very convenient. I didn’t care about clothes, and the uniform saved time. And it gave Chrissy an opportunity to be cynical, which was her favorite pastime. I didn’t care; it made me feel that she saw me, that she cared.

“Yes, coming,” I said, gathering courage to leave the warmth of my bed. At home, my room was next to the bathroom. My father was always trying to save on electricity, and in winter, the whole house changed into an igloo where it was as cold as in a snow-covered grave. On those days, I washed myself as quickly as I could, my body shivering, waiting to be covered in clothes and blankets. The memory alone made my body tremble.

“Come on!” Kate shouted, jumping up and down, probably already thinking about the next math class. She loved math; she was like a little calculator.

“Okay, yeah, one minute.” I swung my legs out of bed. Almost all the beds were empty. The other eight girls with whom I shared a dormitory were in different stages of preparation. Some were brushing their teeth at the sinks with cold and hot water at the end of the room, and some were already fully dressed and making their bed. If you forgot to make your bed, it cost you points. I didn’t care about points, but the others did, so I made a daily effort to leave the room all dressed up, with my bed neatly made. I didn’t care very much about the others either, with some exceptions, but I couldn’t stand it if they were angry at me.

Today, that meant that I didn’t have time to brush my teeth. Well, never mind, I wouldn’t be able to meet Chrissy anyway. That would have to wait until tonight, if I found the time to sneak out and meet the only reason I was living for. Besides the pancakes at breakfast, of course.

“I don’t understand how you can eat so much and stay so skinny,” Kate said when we got to the dining room just in time. We sat down, and I grabbed a few pancakes.

“Me neither,” I said, between two bites of pancake, my hands busy buttering some toast. “And it’s a curse, I can tell you that.” My father always said that I would be the ruin of him someday, eating as much as I did. I was always hungry. All the girls always looked at me with jealousy in their eyes when I was shoving down all the food I could get my hands on, but it was terrible. I always felt like there was a big hole in my stomach that could never be filled. I wondered why I was having these nightmares where people were coming for me because I didn’t have much meat on my bones. It seemed like a useless exercise.

“I would kill for the feeling of a full stomach,” I mumbled to Kate, my mouth full.

“You are crazy. Well, hurry up, classes start in five minutes! You don’t want to be late for English, do you?”

I got up with a smile. Quickly, I grabbed one more pancake. One of the cooks who served our meals, a really nice lady called Nancy, winked at me, taking away the plates. “Stop by the kitchen if you can’t make it until lunchtime,” she said, beaming. Nancy, too, was one of the small things that made school life bearable. She made you feel like you were in a hot tub, with her reassuring, motherly behavior.

“Will do,” I said, beaming back at her. I was in a good mood. Filling my stomach always helped to put distance between me and my nightmares. Bedtime, when I would surely be invaded by terrible images again, was still far away. And maybe I could see Chrissy.

Normally, I didn’t like classes. I didn’t have a plan for my future, although my sixteenth birthday was coming up in a few weeks. I knew I was smart. I managed to get proper grades without much effort. I didn’t strive for more, and my father didn’t ask for my report cards. He was only concerned with my health, in a mental, creepy way. That was not very strange because I had always suffered from pains that no doctor could explain, not even my father, who had been a brilliant surgeon for years. He had quit from the hospital when my mother died, and since then, he’d been doing research. I had read some interviews with him in old newspapers and medical magazines, and though I didn’t understand much of the subjects he published about, I understood he was a brilliant man. His research focused on cell regeneration, and apparently, he was one of the best in his field.

Despite that, he seemed powerless regarding my pains. I had learned to live with them, but when my father witnessed my attacks, he got this sad look in his eyes, almost as if he felt guilty for having given life to a daughter who suffered so much. I had pills, but I tried to take them only in case of a big emergency because they made me fuzzy.

Last night, I thought about taking one because the pain in my back was awful and nearly made me scream, but I didn’t want to sleep during literature class, one of the few subjects I really enjoyed. Not only because of the beautiful teacher with eyes so blue they made you forget everything and a voice that sounded like a siren. I loved her so much that I nearly forgot Chrissy while studying literature. Besides that, I also genuinely loved to read. And Miss Juliette had a way of picking just the stories I needed. We’d read Romeo and Juliet, and now we’d just started The Canterville Ghost.

But that day, something was wrong. Miss Juliette looked tired. “Hi, Mary,” she said with a dull voice, an exhausted look in her eyes as I came into the classroom before the other girls. It had always made me laugh that I was in a school with only girls because my father wanted me to study without any romantic distraction, to focus entirely on my schoolwork. If only he knew that his choice had put me right in the middle of all the romantic distraction I would ever need.

“What is it, Miss Juliette?” I asked. With a sad look, she handed me her phone. The headline popped up. It made me shiver instantly.

Alert. Last night, another child disappeared. A fourteen-year-old boy never came home from his football practice. Anyone who heard or saw anything, please contact the local police.
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2.  Scared
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It started a few months ago. Well, I should say it started all over. The first time, no one really paid attention. It happened all the time. Sometimes, a child disappeared for a while. In most cases, they took off themselves because they got into a fight at home or wanted to be independent, only to come back home crying a few weeks later because life on their own was harder than they had thought. People didn’t make a big fuss about it, except for those who knew the child in question, of course. And except for those who remembered. Years ago, children disappeared from this town too. No one talked about it, but everybody over thirty remembered. Was it all starting over? People tried to convince each other that this time, it was different.

But when it happened twice in the same month, under the same circumstances, and then another time the next month, it was impossible to look away and ignore it. It made the front page of the newspaper. All the pain of all those years ago came back—if it had ever disappeared.

I didn’t know about these cases years ago, but I remember being alarmed at once, reading about the girl who vanished. Especially because I knew the place where it happened. She was about my age. She disappeared while running in the woods near her house. Woods that I knew very well because they were next to the village where my grandmother lived. The village I was living now because it was the only place where my father would let me go to school instead of letting me study at home. If I went to the boarding school close to his mother’s house, she could keep an eye on me. As a child, I spent many summers there, playing in the garden, extending my playground to the woods while growing up. I loved the flowers, the small animals I encountered, and the lovely lake where I went swimming when the weather was warm enough. My father always told me to be careful, but my grandmother let me do as I wished. She even prepared picnics for me so I wouldn’t have to go home for lunch.

“Don’t worry, the woods will take care of you,” she used to say. “Just watch the trees, take time to observe them. You’ll see that each tree has its own character, and when you want to go home, you just have to remember which trees you met and follow their lead back home.”

I found her words strange, and yet there was a logic in them that I understood. Somehow, I knew she was right. And on top of that, I never got scared in the woods. The visions I had when I closed my eyes didn’t appear there. It was as if the woods were surrounded by a firewall that wouldn’t let them through. My attackers, whoever they were, could not reach me when I was wandering between the green and brown and yellow colors surrounding me. I felt at home. I felt safe. I almost felt as if my mother could show up, like a loving ghost, in a white dress. Unfortunately, she never did.

Luckily, my father wasn’t there when my grandmother said the woods would take care of me because I wouldn’t have put it past him to put me in the car and take me right back home. He loved his mother, but her fascination with nature and the fact that she loved trees and flowers more than human beings had always made him angry. “One day, you’ll become a sorceress,” he sometimes screamed to her, losing his temper. His words didn’t affect me because I knew he loved his mother anyway. We often descended from our house in the mountains to stay with her. My father would go hiking in the woods for hours and hours, especially after my mother’s death. But we never stayed long; he always wanted to go back after a few days. He had an app on his phone to check if everything was okay at home. He could control the alarm system to make sure no one got in, and he could even turn up the heater before we went home.

So, when I read about this girl that disappeared right there, in the spot where I had been so happy, I got alarmed. I even called my father. He told me not to worry. He was visiting my grandmother, who was affected by the disappearance too. I remembered her murmuring that she hoped things weren’t starting over again. I didn’t understand at the time. I asked to talk to her on the phone. “I don’t get it,” she said. “And now the police are searching the woods, tearing plants apart with their huge boots. It is awful.” Smiling about the fact that my grandmother seemed to worry more about her precious flora than about the girl, I hung up.

They didn’t find the girl. She did come back after a few weeks. She told a strange story about a kidnapping and an escape. She became the talk of the town. The cases of years ago all popped up into the collective memory again. They had never been solved. The events were covered with a veil of secrecy I didn’t understand. Another boy got kidnapped, riding on his bike late at night. Since then, the list of disappeared children had become longer and longer, and people got scared.

As before, all the children came back after a few weeks. They told vague stories, apparently without any memories that could give the police any clues about what was going on. They were all interrogated, examined thoroughly, physically and psychologically. Psychologists tried to get as much information out of them as possible, using hypnosis techniques and even drugs, telling themselves that this time, they would discover what was going on, but it was no use. The children just came back, with a hole in their memories and covered with a veil of a strange, quiet sadness. And with wounds on their bodies, in various places.

Police asked parents to watch their children closely. At school, rules were more and more strict. We could still go to town on the weekend, during the daytime. But at night, they locked the school like a fortress. Well, almost, because I knew how to get out. Although I was afraid, I could not abstain from seeing Chrissy. I needed her. Always, but now even more. The pains and the visions seemed to get worse every single day.

Literature class was strange that day. Miss Juliette was distracted. I only understood why much later when I overheard her talking to Mister Jones, the history teacher, during coffee break. “It’s my nephew,” she said. That night, I did feel guilty when I sneaked out of the dormitory. I loved my literature teacher, and it didn’t feel right to take this risk. I thought about my father too. We had a complicated relationship. He was a researcher and a doctor, always working on a project he never wanted to talk about. He isolated himself completely, although apparently only after my mother died. That was what my grandmother told me. At first, his old colleagues from the hospital tried to stay in touch. And the friends that my parents used to invite kept trying for a while, but when he became more peculiar, they stopped inviting us and didn’t come to the house anymore. The huge cottage high up in the hills, with the magnificent garden that led straight into the mountains, became a dark fortress, with not much room for happiness. It was difficult to believe my grandmother when she told me stories of how it used to be a happy place, full of love, laughter, and joy.

But my father did love me. I even thought that was why he agreed to send me to boarding school. Crazy as he was, he must have felt that the temple he’d created for my dead mother wasn’t a healthy place for a young girl to grow up. So, when I got out that night to meet Chrissy and was cycling the three miles that separated my school from her house, I wasn’t happy with myself. I thought about my dad, my grandmother, even about my teacher, with tears in my eyes because it was cold outside and the wind was blowing in my face. And because of the recent events too. Just before dinner, we got some terrible news. Until now, all the children had come back. Altered and suffering, for sure, but they were there, in one piece, with a wound that seemed superficial.

Until today. A boy was found in the woods. It was all over the news; our phones were beeping like crazy. The boy had disappeared a few weeks ago. His parents had been praying for him to come back. Any day now, they must have been thinking, for all the children had made their mysterious reappearance a few weeks after their abduction. But this boy didn’t come back unharmed. All the police found was his body. Face down in that small lake in the woods I knew so well.
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3.  Us
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“Did you hear?” I asked. Chrissy nodded, looking at the floor of her room. We didn’t dare to meet outside today. That wasn’t a problem because it was Friday. Chrissy’s parents always went out to dinner on Friday. Chrissy was very cynical about that. “They say it’s to keep their marriage working, but during the rest of the week, they are always biting each other’s heads off. Well. Never mind.” Chrissy always made me smile when she talked like that, in her cynical tone of voice that characterized her more than anything. At least it gave us one night to meet without her parents on our backs. They didn’t know I was there. They knew about our friendship, and they surely suspected more, but they apparently thought that if they didn’t talk about it and looked the other way, the fact that Chrissy loved a girl would go away all by itself.

Most of the time, Chrissy and I met in the park between my school and the village, where her parents had a nice house with a garden. They lived there with their daughter and Chrissy’s younger brother. But on Fridays, I came to her house. She sneaked me in so her brother wouldn’t see me. The sound of guns shooting came out of the living room, where he was playing a game.

Chrissy sat down on her bed. She held her head in her hands, her blond, straight hair falling in front of her face like a waterfall. Her hair was beautiful. She had dyed it black once, to look cool, because the blond hair in combination with her big, blue eyes and pale skin gave her an angelic look she hated. She wanted to be fierce, and she was convinced that black hair was the first step to accomplishing that goal. But her hair turned green, and after being laughed at by her brother and locking herself up in her room for two days, her mother took her to a hairdresser who turned her back into a little angel again.

“Yes,” she murmured, almost inaudibly.

“About the boy?”

She nodded without looking at me.

“It’s awful,” I said. “Horrible. I just hope it’s not my teacher’s nephew. She is so lovely; she really doesn’t deserve this.”

Okay, that was a ridiculous thing to say. As if anyone deserved to lose a loved one, dying alone, face down in the water. The police hadn’t revealed much more about the circumstances of his death yet, but it didn’t take much imagination to figure out how the boy must have been feeling. But the way Chrissy responded was so violent that it blew me off my feet.

She jumped up, her eyes wide open, a tortured expression on her face, which made her look like an angel that had just been possessed by an evil force. “What the hell? Who cares whose son, nephew, or friend he was? He is the one who didn’t deserve this. And neither did those other children who were kidnapped before. They say some of them went crazy. The rest of them left town. The impact of the trauma must have been huge.”

I knew, instantly. It wasn’t hard to figure out. He was our age, and there were only two schools around: the boarding school and the high school that was situated five miles from the town, serving three villages. There were only twenty students in her year. He must have been in her class. God, how stupid of me not to think about that right away.

“Was he nice?” I asked quietly, without apologizing for my words. Chrissy and I always talked like that. We didn’t mince words, and we didn’t expect apologies because we knew the other knew. There was a mysterious connection between our minds, almost creepy. But it made our conversations simple and straightforward, one of the many reasons why I loved Chrissy. If only I wouldn’t be so afraid of losing her all the time.

She sat down next to me; the devil had left, and she put her head on my shoulder. “Yes, he was nice. It makes me so furious, Mary. As if life doesn’t suck enough already, as if the world isn’t already an awful place to grow up in. On top of that, we aren’t safe anymore.”

I put my arms around her and stroked her hair. So soft. “I know. He is the first one to die, isn’t he?”

“Yes. They came to school. The police. When he vanished into thin air. No one saw anything, heard anything. I...” She couldn’t go on. Chrissy, the tough Chrissy who never cried, burst out in tears like a little girl. I didn’t understand exactly why. Of course, it was sad. But there was more. I’d felt that since the day we spoke about the first disappearance. This affected her more than anything. More than the cancer her mother had two years ago, more than the climate crisis, even more than the death of her beloved cat, Gandalf, last summer. And I couldn’t figure out why. For the first time since I had met her, I felt I couldn’t reach her. It made me sad and angry at the same time. I felt like she was shutting me out, as if she didn’t trust me. I couldn’t stand that, especially when, on top of that, she talked about her friends at school. I tried to hide it, but I had a big flaw in my character. It was that black hole that sucked everything up from time to time. It made my brain foggy, drained all the light out of my head, and it made me say things I didn’t want to say, without being able to stop myself. I was jealous. Awfully jealous.

Even now, when we were both mourning a boy, I felt the stinging back in my mind. I wanted Chrissy to be happy, but that had to be with me. I knew it was selfish, and I hated myself for it. I told myself it must be because I lost my mother so young, but in the back of my mind, I knew it was just my character that, even in a moment like this, made me grumpy at the thought that Chrissy had a whole life without me. Chrissy and I never talked about it, but she knew. That evening, she did as she always did when she wanted to change subjects. She diverted the attention to me. I hated it, but the look in her eyes was so desperate that I let her have it her way, even if I was wondering.

For a few months, we had a secret project. Chrissy met my father once when he was visiting my grandmother. I suspected my father was filled with guilt over sending me away from home, out of the house where my mother had lived. But the fact that my grandmother lived nearby comforted him. I went to see her often, and Chrissy came along sometimes. I think my grandmother knew that we weren’t just friends, but she didn’t care. She was much less conservative than my father. I often wondered, if I would have told my mother about my attraction to girls, if she had still been here. For me, it wasn’t an issue. I loved Chrissy, and I had a secret crush on my teacher. I didn’t tell Chrissy about that, but she knew anyway. Although she wasn’t half as jealous as I was, she couldn’t stand it when I talked about Miss Juliette.

The encounter between Chrissy and my father had been awkward, to say the least. Luckily, my grandmother was there. My father had spent the night at her place, and apparently, he wasn’t well. My grandmother shook her head that morning when Chrissy and I arrived at her house, hand in hand. I tried to be casual. But it was mission impossible. My father could be nice if he tried. It had not all been sadness and mourning since my mother’s death. He genuinely loved me. The best times were when he told me stories. He loved fairy tales and myths.

But that day, he had been horrible. When he got out of bed, his hair unkempt around his stressed white face, smelling, he hardly said hi to us, in a hoarse voice. He sat down, got up again, went to the kitchen, and raged at my grandmother because there was no coffee. “Coffee is bad for you, dear. You should drink tea. Come sit with us and meet Mary’s friend,” she said. He had become angry, and then my grandmother sent him back to bed, as if he was a naughty little boy.

When we walked home later, Chrissy started talking. “Has he always been like that?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No. He can be really nice. He is smart. But sometimes, he gets so caught up in his research that he becomes tense and angry.” Chrissy nodded. I knew she understood I had to defend him, even if, at that moment, I loathed him for not having been nice to Chrissy. What if she thought I was like him? What if she decided that, in the end, she was better off without me, that she didn’t want a freak for a father-in-law?

We walked along slowly, enjoying the sun and the smell of the forest surrounding us. “And you don’t remember your mother at all?” Chrissy asked.

“Not really. I think I remember her voice, but I’m not even sure. I know her smell, but that is not a memory. I go to her room sometimes. My father left everything just as it was. When I am lonely, I hide in her closet. Her dresses still smell like her. Well, I tell myself they do.”

Chrissy stopped me. She took my hands. “Wait. You mean that, even after all those years, your father never cleaned out her room? That her clothes are still there? Like before?”

I nodded, ashamed. It was not right. Neither was the shrine in the living room, with her picture, a candle next to it that always had to burn, and a small bouquet of flowers, where he made me say a prayer for her every night before going to bed.

Chrissy didn’t dare to say anything else. We walked for a while, both with our own thoughts. “Has he always been like that?” she asked.

“Yes. Well, since she died. I don’t know how he was before. He is suffering, you know. I am sorry you met him like this.”

Chrissy shook her head, meaning that it didn’t matter to her, that it wasn’t the point. “Didn’t your mother keep some kind of diary? Did she have a Facebook account? Or friends or family you can talk to?”

“I don’t know.
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