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The Red Thread
 

By Bryan Ellis

 

After a suicide attempt left him hospitalized for seven months, Jesse Holbrooke is returning home to live with his parents. Despite the treatment he received, his depression hangs like a cloud over his head, casting his life in a perpetual darkness he can’t seem to escape. But just when the obstacles become insurmountable, a glimmer of light appears.

Life hasn’t been easy for Adam Foster, a barista with a bad stutter, but he keeps his chin up and tries not to let the mockery of others get to him. Though shy, Adam is sweet and romantic, and Jesse knows they could be perfect for each other. Adam’s support gives Jesse the courage to face the darkness and believe in the possibility of happiness at last. But if their romance is going to last, both young men will have to look inside and find acceptance—for themselves as well as for each other.
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CHAPTER ONE
 

 

THE DAY
I realized I was depressed, I was seven years old. I was sitting in the playground of my elementary school, and all the kids around me were running around, playing. I listened to their laughter, and I watched them have fun. Then there was me. I sat alone on the swing. I stayed away from everyone else. My teachers thought I was merely shy, but I knew even at that age I was sad. For as long as I’ve known, I’ve been a sad person. I didn’t really have many friends as a kid. I mean there was this one girl. Her name was Alison—Ali for short—but she moved away. I never spoke to her again after that. It was my fault. She sent me a few letters after the move, and I just never responded to any of them. I don’t know why I never did.

I wonder what she is up to in life now.

But other than Ali, I’ve been mostly alone my entire life. Well, that isn’t totally true. I do have a couple friends, but I also have my books. They have always been there for me throughout everything. I’m one big stereotype. A depressed person who reads books. Even my therapist probably thinks I’m incredibly clichéd. I guess the scars on my wrists would prove that point as well. To add to my painfully depressing life, I tried slashing my wrists about eight months ago and then proceeded to spend the next seven months in a hospital dealing with my “internal struggles,” or at least that is what the doctors called it there, and now I’ve been seeing a therapist every week since the moment I left that bleak place one month ago. Geez, when did my life become
Girl, Interrupted
?

But I’m so glad to not be in that hospital anymore. Damn, was it an awful place to be in! Seven months was way too long of a stay. The other patients were incredibly moody, and the doctors were both strict and way too nice at the same time, which I didn’t even know was possible. I felt a mixture of being smothered and fear. I mean, I may have emotional issues, but at least I’m just sad all the time.

Now, in this very moment, I stand in the small local bookshop in town—The Book Revue. It’s a tiny shop, one I had always adored growing up. The moment I turned sixteen, I applied here. And now here I am three years later and still employed. I take in my surroundings, as books are piled high on the shelves around me. Not a lot of people are sauntering about. Ever since they opened up a Barnes & Noble here in Wilshire, people just stopped shopping here. And now The Book Revue is becoming a bit of a relic. It’ll be like Blockbuster.

I look around the tiny bookshop, which has become a salvation to me in this past month, and I breathe in that old-book smell. That wonderful scent that fills your nostrils when you take in the aroma of a book. The only other great scent is that of a new book. The few people who inhabit the small building sit in their far-off corners, each person with a book in their hands and some a steaming cup of coffee by their side. No one has even walked up to me in the last half hour. I sit behind the cash register and pull out my tan canvas bag, which I keep underneath the desk. I unzip it and pull out a small book—a thesaurus. I open it and randomly turn to a page. I look down, and the first word I notice is
sullen
. I shut the book and put it back in my bag. What a good word sullen is.

Sullen; adj.

surly, sulky, pouting, sour, morose, resentful, glum, moody, gloomy, grumpy, bad tempered, ill-tempered; unresponsive, uncommunicative, farouche, uncivil, unfriendly.

Antonyms: cheerful.

Yes, I decide I like the word. One of my small obsessions is my old, torn-apart thesaurus. I’ve had it nearly my entire life. It once belonged to my mom back when she was in college. When I was about six years old, I did what many children did. I snooped through my parents’ bedroom. At the bottom of a dresser that once sat in their bedroom but now is long gone, I set my eyes on the dark red book with the cracked spine and dog-eared pages. Seeing that book was what I imagine love at first sight being like. I took the book, and it has been with me ever since.

I love to learn new words and to expand my vocabulary. It makes me feel smarter than I actually am. Who doesn’t love an elephantine word every once in a while? Elephantine. How is that for a good word? Every day I try to look up a word, and then I try to use it later that day.

For example: Jesse Holbrooke, myself, is a sullen man. It’s also a true fact. My therapist, Dr. Barbara Wheeler, says it’s bad to lie. When I first started talking to doctors in the hospital, I had a habit of lying to them. It’s a problem that manifested as a young boy. I would lie to my parents all the time.

Oh, how are you, Jess?

I’m fine.

Are you happy?

Of course.

Why aren’t you smiling?

I’m tired.

Why did you try to kill yourself?

Okay, that last one, even I couldn’t really find a good lie to cover that one up. I’ve honestly spent my entire life lying to everyone. Whenever people asked me how I was doing, I would just answer, “I’m fine,” because I figured that is what you are supposed to do. No one wants to really hear about the intimate details of your life and mind, especially when you’re as crazy and fucked-up as me.

“Excuse me, I’d like to buy this book.”

A young man’s deep voice brings me out of my recollections. He’s an attractive man, probably in his early twenties or so. He has a giant smile that might be a bit too big for his face, but it’s a nice smile.

“Sure.”

I ring up his book and tell him it’ll cost $7.50 with tax. He hands me eight singles and says to keep the change. This is probably the most interaction I get from people. I only really speak to a few others outside of my family, including my boss, and he didn’t even show up today. I don’t think he cares much about this store, or at least as much as I care about it. It’s not that this place is so perfect, but it has become a home away from home for me. An escape from everyday life.

The customer leaves, going through the door, and the little bell dings that annoying ding. I hear it once again, as my boss
finally
walks through the door. He’s an older man in his forties, with graying hair and light stubble. He walks up to the cash register. It’s nice of him to show up, since neither of my two coworkers are coming in today. I’m basically on my own.

“Thank you for opening today, Jess.”

“Yeah, no problem, Peter.”

My boss’s name is Peter Jackson. No relation to the director. Don’t even mention the name to him because he’ll get pissed off. It happens way too often. We’ve lost customers that way. It’s kind of funny. Pathetic, but funny. He grumbles as he walks past the cash register and heads to the back room, leaving me alone once again. I look around to see that only two customers remain. One is sitting cross-legged on the floor with a book of poetry, wearing a pair of oversized Ray-Ban’s, looking something like a pretentious hipster. The other person is an elderly man, fast asleep in our most comfortable armchair. That’s Roger. He comes in a few times each week to nap. I always let him. I kind of feel bad for him. I don’t think he has anywhere to go. Over the years, he has come in every day wearing the same pair of jeans and a green threadbare army jacket. When winter comes, he still wears the same jacket. I wonder if he even has a family.

Peter comes back out onto the floor, his breath reeking of Jack Daniel’s. He always drinks the same thing for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and for snacks in between. Probably brunch too.

“That
vagrant
is still here,” he says in his deep, gruff voice. When he speaks, he always sounds as if he has swallowed a handful of pebbles that scratched his throat on the way down.

Peter calls Roger a vagrant. Peter is also an asshole. I don’t think Roger is anything of the sort. Peter has never even spoken to him. He just always sees him asleep. The way Peter criticizes Roger, he makes it sound like there is nothing worse than being homeless.

“He’s tired,” I say.

“What? Speak up!”

“I said he’s tired.” Everyone tells me I speak in a really low voice. It sounds loud to me, but apparently everyone thinks I talk like a middle-aged nun in church. Peter gives me a look of disdain, one I’ve grown very accustomed to. I’m safe from his firing hand, though, because without me his shop would fail. I am the one who is here most of the time and takes care of it. I’m the one who actually cares about this place. If I didn’t work here, he’d lose more money than he actually is.

“Is anyone else coming in today?” Peter inquired in that annoying voice of his.

“Why are you asking me?
You’re
the boss.”

Sometimes I don’t think he realizes that he’s the one who owns this place, not me. If I had the money, though, I’d take it right out of his hands. I could probably turn this into a really cool vintage bookshop.

Peter shrugs. “Don’t talk back to me, kid.”

“I’m nineteen years old.”

“Whatever.”

In his mind I’m no older than a prepubescent boy who is still trying to catch a peek of his hot babysitter changing. But me being the spiteful bastard I am, I refuse to tell him that no one else is coming in today because he should act like a damn boss.

“Go sell something.”

He walks away, disappearing into the back office, aka his hideaway from society. What gives him the right to disappear when I’m forced to confront my problems and get help? When I was found in bed with my wrists slashed open, I had passed out from blood loss. In the moment before I did it, I didn’t think I would ever wake up. Opening my eyes and seeing the blinding white light of the hospital surprised me. I left behind a note for my family. I was so ready to say good-bye, but here I am. Funny how life works. There are so many people out there, young children even, who have so much to live for. And some of them could become doctors or teachers or might change the world in some way. Some of those people will die of disease or will be murdered. But then the nobodies—me, for example—who have nothing to live for and bring nothing of benefit to society, are the ones who end up living, even when they don’t want to. It’s a cruel joke. If there is a God, in my humble opinion, he’s an asshole too.

The rest of the day seems to pass by in a blur. The shop never really gets busy, but a few more stragglers find their way inside. Most of them are regulars. They greet me as they all come in, and I’m polite as usual:
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