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Extinguisher of Hope

By Ron Harris

The gloom hung over Adrian like a tangible thing, a pall or a fog.  In his downcast eyes was a wound so deep one wondered how it was he could bear the agony and still live.  The tragic thing was that he was but twelve years old.  Still a child, really, yet his was a desolation few grown men could have known.   He sat there in a dark, hidden corner of the playground, under a giant old oak tree whose gnarled roots seemed to echo his tortured state of being.  Adrian was heavy.  His parents assured him he was just big boned and that he would grow out of it, but this didn’t seem to jibe with what was happening day by day.  His belly protruded like a pregnant woman’s, he had a double chin, and his rear end was roughly the size and shape of a loveseat.  His tear-stained chubby cheeks hung over his jaw in jowls, while his tiny eyes seemed lost in his huge moon of a face, two little blinking orbs buried in twin chasms.   Though he really didn’t eat any more than a normal child, he was growing more obese each year.

He had been teased since he was old enough to remember by the other kids.  The nicknames had been plentiful, yet they all shared the same cruel tone, meant to hurt and belittle.  Fatso, Shamu, Fat Ass, Fat Shit – all were equally demeaning.   Adrian had tried to be strong, to not let the words cut him down, but he had failed.  Years of cruel taunts, slaps, punches, and kicks, had all accomplished their goals.  His tormentors had succeeded in annihilating his self-esteem and sense of worth.  As much as his parents tried to tell him how special and loved he was, he didn’t feel that way.  Though he smiled and pretended to agree with them, Adrian really wished he were someone else.  Anyone but who he was would be better – it had to be.  

Today had been the worst day in a long history of terrible days.  While sitting at the back of his math class – he always sat at the back – Jorge Ortiz had snatched his notebook off his desk.  Jorge was a solidly-built, exceedingly mean member of the sixth-grade Jockocracy, and he was especially fond of tormenting Adrian.  Jorge was also responsible for the most humiliating moment of Adrian’s life before this, which had taken place in the gym locker room while changing into their generic red T-shirts and shorts for thirty-five minutes of uninspired indoor soccer.  Jorge was Dominican, and already well into puberty.  He even had the beginnings of a little fuzzy mustache below his darting, beady black eyes and flaring nostrils.  Adrian, on the other hand, was still firmly entrenched in boyhood, without the slightest trace of testosterone yet running through his veins.  On this particular day, Jorge had thought it would be amusing to point this fact out to their classmates.

“Fatso, c’mere!” Jorge had yelled over to him.  Adrian did his best to ignore him, concentrating intently on tying the faded laces on his beat-up sneakers.   His large belly made this a laborious task, and quickly he was wheezing for air.  Jorge, lacking patience, made his way over to where Adrian was sitting and stood studying him, hands on hips.

“Did you guys know Fatso here is really a girl and a boy?

As ludicrous as this accusation was, the others immediately starting buzzing with sadistic interest.  The game was afoot.

Jorge lunged down and pulled Adrian’s shirt over his head in one unexpected, violent movement, temporarily trapping him in his own garment.  His drooping, conical breasts topped with inverted nipples and wide expanse of white belly, were on display for all.  The jeers and laughter began to erupt.  Mr. Sanders, the gym teacher, should have heard this and investigated.  However, his office door was closed and he was on the telephone to his new young girlfriend.  It would have taken a car crash to get him out of there.

“Look at these tits!  Now you all know why he has a girl’s name, right?”  The other children brayed with manic glee.  “Now for the sick shit right here. . .”  Jorge ripped the shorts and underwear off Adrian, actually tearing them into long useless rags in the process.  He pointed to Adrian’s penis.  Being pre-pubescent, it was no more than a fat little inch or so, at least what the rolls of fat on his bald groin weren’t covering.  And for the icing on the cake, he was uncircumcised.  “Look at that!  The pussy’s under there, but I’m not touching any of this shit.”  Laughter and groans of disgust echoed through the lockers and shower stalls.  Some of this was undoubtedly a reaction to his enormous white stomach, which was tiger-striped with jagged pink stretch marks as wide as fingers.  Adrian had wanted to run, but Jorge had taken hold of his arm and wouldn’t let go.  He was still tangled up in his stifling gym shirt.  “Everyone take a shot at this fat freak.”  Adrian tried to run, even though he couldn’t see a thing.  Jorge was as strong as a grown man, and his grip only got tighter as he resisted.  The hits came in a barrage of hard little fists and skin-scraping kicks from sneakers with tough rubber toes.  Adrian’s muffled screams came back to him inside the shirt in hot little waves.  Several of the kids thought it appropriate to kick him directly in the balls, knocking the wind out of him and forcing him to fall to the ground.  Finally he was let go.

After shaking in miserable sobs for a moment, he somehow managed to stand up, pull his shirt back down and his pants on, and make his way to the nurse’s office.  There he desperately tried to earn a trip home on the pretense of having fallen down some stairs.  Nobody picked up the phone at his house, though he knew his mother was home.  When she was watching her soaps from 12:30 to 4:00, no calls were accepted, and she didn’t believe in answering machines.  He was stuck at school.  The nurse sent him back to gym class with a note to sit out the remainder of the period while the other boys spread the word to the girls in the class.  Adrian sat in the bleachers and studied his fingernails as a throbbing headache built up inside his cranium, feeling the stares and hearing the distant laughter that was all about him.  It was only second period.  By lunch, the whole grade would know about Adrian the Hermaphrodite. What could possibly be more humiliating?  Sadly, it would be less than a month before this question was answered.

The notebook in question was a testament to his undying devotion to the lovely Brianna Tiano, known to most as “Bree.”  Like most of the popular kids in the sixth grade, she was already well on her way to womanhood, with curvy hips and pert little breasts.  Within a year or two she would no doubt be modeling, as her face was one that could sell anything from acne cream to hundred-dollar jeans.   Adrian had been in love with her since his family had moved to town three years ago.  He knew he didn’t exist in her world except as an object of revulsion, but that didn’t matter.  She filled his dreams with passionate embraces and lingering, soft kisses.  In these dreams he was thin and athletic, and felt an exuberant confidence.  Nothing was worse than waking from these blissful scenes into sudden, horrible reality.  There were times when he wished he would never wake up, instead remaining in that perfect fantasy world where he was someone else.

The notebook was filled with dedications, poems, even pseudo-sonnets.  Though he didn’t know it, Adrian had some talent as a romantic poet.  Since true art flows from pain, he had a never-ending wellspring from which to draw his inspiration.  This notebook was only for Bree.  No other notes or schoolwork were allowed in it.  Yet he kept it with him at all times in case the urge struck him to put his feelings down on paper.  This was most likely to happen in math class, the only one he shared with Bree.  She was up front, and he would stare at her from the back and bathe in her perfection.  For this reason he wasn’t doing so well in math, but his parents could let a B-minus slide among all the A’s.   Usually Jorge, who was also in the class (oddly, he was in level three classes everywhere else, yet had a knack for numbers when he cared to), was too busy goofing off to pay Adrian any attention.  The original seating arrangement had facilitated this as well, but Mr. Sheehy had recently decided to move Jorge away from his friends in an effort to put an end to his disruptive behavior.  Unfortunately, this now put him right next to Adrian.  Adrian should have known better than to write in his Bree notebook in such close proximity to his sadistic classmate, but the muse had called while studying her auburn locks and the sharp angles of her shoulder blades through her tight sweater.      

“Hey, that ain’t math!” Jorge said as he snatched the notebook off of Adrian’s desk   It was actually sort of incredible to see the joy that swept over his face and turned his mouth into a clown’s broad smile.  “Oh shit!  Fat fuck here is in love with Bree!”  

“George!  Would you like to take a walk to Mr. Regan’s office?” stammered meek Mr. Sheehy. He was terrified of Jorge, and invoking the Principal’s name he sounded like a faithless priest desperately shouting the Lord’s name at an evil spirit.

“Bree!” called Jorge to Brianna, who had turned around and appeared to be absolutely mortified.  Meanwhile, Adrian was watching it all in slow motion from somewhere outside himself.  He was doing his best to try to implode in upon his own body and disappear, but so far nothing was happening.  He was stuck here watching his already miserable life unravel into a grotesque horror show of humiliation.

“He’s got a dick this big,” Jorge held his thumb and forefinger no more than a half-inch apart, “and a pussy too!”

Adrian watched Bree’s scream of revulsion erupt from her throat long before the first sound wave spilled out, peeking out between his fingers that covered his face.

“Mr. Ortiz!  Go to the office now!” cried Mr. Sheehy in a high pitch, trembling as he knew his supposed authority meant nothing to this young man.

Jorge got up, but his smile was wider than ever, gloating in the laughter from the class that told him his punishment was worth it.  Another job well done, forever securing his reputation as the meanest motherfucker in the school.  

Adrian shrank from the laughter, which was more painful than the blows he had endured in the locker room.  The entire class was staring at him, greedily waiting to see what the fat dork was going to do now.  An impulse to flee flooded his body with adrenaline, and before he even knew what he was doing, he was out of his seat and making a beeline for the door.  Mr. Sheehy’s yelling for him to come back, the faces of his classmates, all went by in a chaotic blur as his body seemingly ran by its own volition out of the class.  He didn’t even see Jorge in the middle of the hall until he had ran right into him and knocked him down.  Jorge’s cries of profanities only propelled Adrian faster until he had found a door with the glowing red exit sign above and pushed on through with a clamor of steel that echoed into the concrete stairwell.  Then he was outside, breathing fresh, cold air, and it had never smelled so sweet in his life.

So there he sat in his melancholy, under the oak tree, amongst the old wads of chewing gum, candy wrappers, and empty juice boxes and soda cans, shivering.  As he rubbed his hands and blew hot air back into his face, Adrian tried to catch just one of the randomly flying thoughts in his head so that he might figure out a course of action.  It was November in Connecticut, and a cold one.  Adrian pined for his warm jacket as the chilly wind found its way up his sleeves and pant cuffs and wrapped around him in frigid little tendrils.  He couldn’t go back to his locker for it now.  He couldn’t go home, it was only twelve o’clock and the bus wouldn’t be here for almost three hours.  Adrian could walk, but it would take him two hours at the rate he was able to muster.  The idea of two hours being whipped by this frosty wind was completely uncomfortable.  But what of tomorrow, when he would have to go back to class?  He couldn’t face any of the other kids now, especially Bree.  One more disgusted look like that from her and surely his heart would burst with sorrow and stop pumping.   He would never live this humiliation down, not if he lived to be eighty and became rich, famous, and successful.  The girl he loved was nauseated at the very thought of him, and everyone knew it.   Adrian looked up at the school.  A light fog had gathered, though the skies had been clear just hours before when he arrived at school.  The sky was now a slate gray, and the heaviness in the air meant rain was coming.   Mist particles clung to his tear-stained cheeks in little crystal beads.

He was watching black rain clouds roll in from the west when she appeared.  Adrian opened his eyes wide to make sure she wasn’t a shadow.  Damned if she didn’t look like one at first, floating down the hill toward him with her feet barely moving.  She was dressed all in black, the same hue as her long, straight hair.  This was all he could tell from a distance.  Adrian began to panic, not knowing who she was, but terrified to face anyone right now.  He reasoned to himself that she wouldn’t come over, that she would either hook a right toward the baseball park, or a left toward Fairlane Road.  She did neither.  Somehow she was headed directly at him, though she appeared to be staring at the ground.  She was pale, quite pale, with lips that seemed blue from the cold.  Now that she was closer he realized he had never seen her before.  His instinct to flee subsided, as fascination warmed him.  Could it be?  Here was a soul as morose and forlorn as his own, coming to join him in his darkest hour.  She was pretty, with delicate little alabaster features.  No more than ten paces away, she stopped and looked up at him.

Adrian tried to look away immediately, but found he could not.  He was riveted to this sad girl.  “Hey,” she all but whispered.  Adrian opened his mouth, but nothing came out.  She took a couple more steps forward, slowly so as not to alarm him.  He clumsily staggered to his feet, sweeping dirt and wet leaves from the seat of his pants.  “What are you doing out here?” she asked.  Adrian almost went into a defensive mode and threw the question back at her, but he sensed there was nothing accusatory in her tone.  

“Something happened in class,” he sputtered, “I had to go.”

She began to pace in a slow arc around him, growing closer with each pivot and turn.  

“Yeah.  They can be such assholes, can’t they?”  Adrian hadn’t met many kindred spirits, especially any that looked like this ghostly girl.  Having been the victim of many cruel jokes over the years, he couldn’t let his guard down just yet.

“How would you know?”  When he met her big blue eyes, he searched for insincerity and found only pain.  It seemed to mirror his almost too perfectly.  She looked away before answering.

“Kids need to have someone who doesn’t belong to make them feel like they’re part of the group.  It can be someone who looks or talks different, someone who’s shy, anything they can find to attack.”

Adrian wanted to share his story, but he couldn’t.  He knew nothing about this girl, even if she was starting to put him at ease.  Something was still suspicious about her.

“Kids pick on you?” he queried.

“We don’t want to talk about the hurt, do we?”   A chill went through Adrian that had nothing to do with the weather.  How could she know about any of his hurting?  She was a pretty girl, not a big lard-ass who the entire school ridiculed and tortured.  Maybe she wasn’t very popular, but he found it hard to imagine her having it as rough as him.  And come to think of it, it was fairly disturbing that he had never seen her up to this point.  A boldness rose up in Adrian to challenge her claims.

“Do you even go to this school?”  She only flashed him her sad eyes again.

“You wouldn’t have seen me.  I keep to myself.”  Adrian wanted to question her statement.  The school was big, but it wasn’t so big that someone could manage to stay hidden for months without ever being seen.

“It doesn’t matter anyway.  I’m not going back there.”

“I don’t want to either, but I have to.”

Now she walked right up to him, the closest a girl had ever been, especially an attractive one.  Her eyes were like twin blue fires, blazing with rebellion.  Her hot breath warmed his face.  It smelled like peppermint.

“We don’t have to.”    

“I don’t know about you, but I can’t get in trouble.  I’m probably already in trouble now.”

To his total shock, she took one of his plump hands in her own.  They were as cold as ice, and he almost drew back as a reflex.  

“You don’t have to worry about that.  You don’t have to worry about anything anymore if you don’t want to.”  She still had his hand, and hers were still freezing.  How long had she been outside?  Even if it was hours, it was only November.  Her hands felt like she had been handling blocks of ice.  Now she gathered up his other hand and pressed it to her chest.

“It’s not going to get any better for us, you know.”  Her head shook from side to side for emphasis.

“What do you mean?” 

“Life.  It’s only going to get worse.  We just don’t belong.”

Adrian took his hands away gently, shaking his head.  “No, someday I’m gonna lose all this weight.  I’ll do important things and make a lot of money.  People won’t treat me like this then.”  He was about to tell her how silly what she was saying was when he looked back up at her and it hit him.  A wave of negative energy crashed into him and instantly she was right.  The more she bored her eyes into his, the more he felt that nothing could ever possibly get any better.  His future life flashed before him, and it was a sickening, black maelstrom of desperate loneliness, misery, indignities, and of course, his constant companions: shame and humiliation.  He saw a vision of himself as an adult, alone in a dark roach-infested apartment.  He was now so fat that he couldn’t get up from a filthy, flattened mattress, and around him were piles of littered food wrappers and empty soda bottles.  The stench of his waste and sour sweat was overpowering.  Adrian had the sense that aside from whoever it was that brought food by, he hadn’t had any real human contact in years.  In this grim future, all he looked forward to was the day when death would take him away.

“Why wait for that?” the girl asked, temporarily shocking Adrian out of his terrible glimpse into his sorry future.  How could she have known what he had been thinking?  She had shuffled off to a rusty old trash can that wasn’t emptied except during the summer.  She fished around with one arm.

“We can use these.”  She brandished two lengths of black cable, which had perhaps once connected TV’s to VCR’s.  The girl nodded up at the tree, which now seemed to beckon with branches like welcoming arms.  It took a second for Adrian to register what she was implying.

“Are you crazy?  You go to Hell if you do that.”

The girl shook her head one more time.  “This is Hell, right here.  You can stay here for sixty more years and suffer, or you can find peace and love right now.”  She was looping one cable around a branch like an old rodeo cowboy, and had a noose knotted up in no time.  She held the other length of cable in front of him, and took his hand again.  “It’s the only way out.  You know that.”  All doubt drained from him, along with any last shred of hope or optimism.  Down to his core, he believed her.  He watched as she made a second noose.  

“Roll that over here,” she instructed, pointing at the trash barrel.  Adrian tipped it over and rolled it over, trash spilling out as he did so.  Without a word, she guided him up with her, and they both slipped the nooses around their necks.  He had one last moment of doubt, wishing that he could be with her. It seemed as if she could make a good friend, then who knows?   But it was clear that she wasn’t sticking around.  The barrel wobbled under them.  Adrian looked into the strange girl’s eyes one last time, and they both smiled.  Then she kicked the barrel away, and everything soon went dim as the pressure around his throat squeezed the life out of his young body.

The oak tree was Jorge’s spot where he and his friends congregated after school to smoke cigarettes or the occasional joint when football practice was cancelled, as it had been today due to the drizzling rain that had intensified around two o’clock.  At first he thought it was a dummy or a mannequin hanging from the tree, but he had never seen such a rotund mannequin.  When he got close enough to see who it was, he screamed long and loud.  For all his tough-guy posturing, the sight of an actual corpse was too much to bear.  Adrian’s face was a livid purple, his bugged-out eyes were red with burst capillaries.  His black tongue lolled out of his mouth.  Next to him was an empty noose.  Police investigators would speculate as to why Adrian had made two, and the best they could come up with was that he must have had some kind of imaginary friend with who to enter into this suicide pact.  They weren’t as far off base as they thought.

The shadow continued its never-ending mission.  Somewhere a young heart had been broken, a teenager had been disgraced, or a child had been surrounded by depressing circumstances of one kind or another for too long.  This is when the shadow could come in and give a boy or a girl on the edge that little nudge over into the abyss.  It existed only to claim souls, no matter what form it took.  The fragile emotions of adolescents were laughably easy to manipulate.  In a world where hope was fading fast and the future was terrifying even to the most well-adjusted boys and girls, the thing was always at work.  Still, it genuinely was sad.  It knew that eventually there would be no need for it.  Legions of lost young souls would take their lives without needing any encouragement.  That would be a bittersweet day for the shadow.  Until then, there was much to be done.  

