Chapter 8
Date: 2nd of February (14 years ago)

Time: 2.34 p.m.

     A young small girl stood quietly outside the gate of a school. The weather was not really cold, but she had always had a weak body, so she tightened her grip on the parka she wore. She had been waiting patiently for almost an hour, having doubts on whether he would show up.

     All of a sudden, there was a loud cry as the sound of breaking glass could be heard, followed by the sound of footsteps stepping hard on the pavement. As she peeped into the school compound, she saw him running up to her, puffing and panting hard.
     “ You are late, Max,” she said.

     “ Well, it is difficult to run away from a person like Ms. Hamilton, Erica. Thanks for waiting so long. I thought you would have left already,” he replied, immediately grabbing her hand and ran off, pulling her along.

     They ran for quite some time until Erica stopped him to catch her breath. Max obediently stopped. Erica dropped to her knees and panted hard. Her chest was aching badly.

     “ Geez, why do you have to pull and run along like that? Don’t you know I’m weak?” Erica gasped.

     “ Oh, sorry,” Max apologized sheepishly. “ Well, don’t worry, we are here.”
     Erica took a look. They were at the small park in their city. They always came here as many times as they could to spend their time together. They liked this place very much.
     “ Tell me, Max. Why are we here again?” Erica asked, still panting heavily.

     “ Why shouldn’t we?” Max asked, laughing out loud. Erica could only sigh, but she carefully hid her smile.

     Casually, he held her hand and guided her towards a swing. Both of them seated themselves on a swing, respectively. They took their time in watching the clear, blue sky all around them.

     “ How was school?” Erica asked.

     “ Ms. Hamilton was a pain in the butt,” Max grumbled. “ I mean, so what, I’m smart enough. I don’t need to listen to that porcupine talk.”

     “ I know that, Max. I meant on the whole,” Erica said.

     “ Well, just another day gone by,” Max replied in an unmotivated way.

     “ You always say such things. Why can’t you look on the bright side? What motivates you? Don’t you have ambition?” Erica started, then realized she had crossed the line. She had promised him never to talk about ambition.

     “ Sorry…you don’t want to discuss this, huh?” Erica said. She looked away from him, not wanting to disturb his thoughts. But, she felt that she needed to know what was on his mind, what was inside him that made him like this.

     “ Max…” she started.

     “ I know, I know…*sigh*…You want to ask why, don’t you?” Max asked.

     “ How’d you know?” she asked.

     “ We’ve been friends for so long already. Okay, not that long, but long enough,” Max said.

     Erica remembered the first time she had met Max. A quiet, dark kid who preferred to stay in the shadows. He was much of a shadow himself. Teachers rarely notice him, kids his age walk over him. Even his excellent grades only made him known once in a while.

     The only time when anyone actually took any notice was when he was a nuisance, so he took the trouble to cause trouble once in a while to make others notice his existence. Loving all the attention, no doubt negative ones, Max had made it a habit of his.
     Erica had always wondered what was it that attracted her towards Max. They come from very different backgrounds, have nothing much in common and totally different mind sets. Maybe he completes me, Erica had always thought.

     They did not talk much during their first meeting. Max was sitting on a swing, the very same one in the park they were in. Erica sat on another next to him. They did not talk to each other for almost three hours when Max got up to leave and asked whether Erica would be there the next day. She said she would and she never failed to turn up.

     “ Do you think of me as mad?” Max asked.

     “ No,” Erica replied. Of course, she was just a young, naïve, 12 year old kid. What would she know about being mad?

     “ My parents thought I was when I told them. They sent me to a shrink. Still didn’t change my mind, though,” he said sadly.
     “ What is it that made them think so?” Erica asked.

     “ What would you do, Erica, if you knew you had about 15 years to live?” Max suddenly asked. It took Erica by surprise. Why was this kid talking about death all of a sudden?

     “ Why…”

     “ You asked me, Erica, so now answer me: What would you do?” he asked again.

     Erica thought for a while. It didn’t take long.

     “ Well, 15 years is a lot of time, so I’ll probably start it off by studying real hard in school. I mean, education is totally important to us, so within the 15 years I’d utilize it the best I can. I want to fill my puny brain with all the things in the world I can possibly fit inside within 15 years!” she exclaimed.

     She jumped off the swing and stood in front of him, her arms spread out wide. “ I’ll then make a name for myself, so that people will remember my name. My time might be a short one on earth, but at least there will be something I can be proud off when I leave,” she exclaimed.

     “ I’ll probably travel around the world, see new an exciting sights and sounds the world has to offer. We are nothing but a miniscule speck on this vast place. Wouldn’t it be great to just explore everything?” she said, giving Max her most winsome smile.

     Max stared at her, wide-eyed with shock and surprise. He later fell of his swing, laughing out loudly. Erica seemed a little put off by this.

     “ What so darn funny about that? You asked me to tell you and I did!” Erica pouted.

     “ Sorry…ha, ha, ha…it’s just so much different than I expected,” Max said.

     “ What did you expect then?” Erica asked.

     Max picked himself up from the floor and returned to his seat on the swing. Erica followed suit, waiting for Max’s reply.

     “ Well, for one thing, you really amaze me. You sound so full of life, so ambitious, so energetic. Heck, I’m kinda envious about you,” Max said, dropping his head low. Erica could detect the resentment in his voice.

     “ To me, 15 years is too short to do anything. What’s the point in studying? We’ll be leaving this world soon, there is no point in that. After all we are just walking shells, nothing more than that,” Max sighed. Erica noticed he sounded very downcast.

     “ Why do you say such things?” Erica asked.

     “ Cause I believe I’ll die in 15 years time,” Max said. His voice was hollow, as if he was not talking to her, but merely echoing his thoughts.

     “ Everybody dies, we just don’t know when,” Erica said, trying to cheer him up.

     “ No, Erica. I’ll die in 15 years time,” Max replied glumly.

     “ Hey, what is wrong with you? I’ve never seem you talk so pessimistically!” Erica cried.

     “ I’m haunted by my dreams, Erica,” Max said quietly. Erica wanted to scold him again, but realized that he wanted to say something. 

     “ Every night, ever since I could remember as a kid, I see those dreams everyday, every night. Sometimes they come in pieces, sometimes they come as a whole, but I get the whole picture.”

     “ The same dream…I see the same dream every night I go to sleep. So many times I’ve met my end in those dreams, over a hundred times I’ve died. Nothing seems to chase it away.”

     “ Is this a premonition I see of myself in the time to come? Or is it only a dream?” Max replied, almost dreamily. Erica stared at her friend, unsure of what to say. Max then turned to Erica and asked “ Erica, do you think I’m mad?”

     Erica could only smile at him. “ Well, no,” she said curtly. Max was slightly surprised at her answer.

     “ Why?”

     “ We’ve been friends for so long already. Okay, not that long, but long enough,” Erica replied, trying to mimic Max’s low, soft voice as the best as she could.

     Both of them started laughing together, the sadness forgotten. “ I’m lucky to have you around. You are the only one who ever believes in me,” Max said to Erica.
Time: 5.13 p.m.

     Both Erica and Max were strolling along the residential neighbourhood, heading towards Max’s mansion. Max said he could walk himself home, but Erica insisted on coming along, much to Max’s displeasure. He would usually get into an accident of some sort whenever she met him at his house.

     “ You know I’ll get into some sort of trouble,” Max grumbled. 

     “ It’s all in your head. You are just clumsy, that’s all,” Erica suggested. However, it was in fact that Erica liked to see Max get into trouble. She secretly wished the jinx would work this time.

     “ I’ve enough trouble at school. I hate to get in an accident at home,” Max said.

     “ You have enough trouble in school? Didn’t you cause the trouble yourself?” Erica asked in jest.

     “ Well, you know why I had to cause it,” Max replied sheepishly.

     Both of them turned around the corner and continued along on their way. However, Erica was still worried. Even though he was not showing any outward signs of depression, she could still feel some sadness within him. She decided not to talk of the subject anymore.

     She was still slightly confused over what she had heard him say, the talk about him dying in 15 years time. It was rather scary to hear him talk like this. However, she trusted him in what he had said. Then, if what she believed was true, should she do anything to help him?

     She felt put off. After all, what can a small, young 12 year old do to help another 12 year old in such a bizarre situation? Nothing much, if you look at it logically. 

     Max suddenly stopped in his tracks, forcing Erica to bump into him. Erica was about to scold Max when she spotted what had mad her friend freeze in his tracks.

     There was a police car, with its lights shining and whirling brightly, lighting up the compound in blue and red. Two officers were talking to the butler, their faces solemn and serious. There was a palpable sense of dread in the air nobody wanted to feel.

     Max broke off into a run towards his house. Erica, being weak-bodied, could only trail him from behind. Erica could clearly see tears running down from the butlers face. He was somehow crying.
     “ What the hell happened!?” Max yelled, surprising both the police officers by his unannounced presence. “ You aren’t here to arrest anyone, are you?!” He did not notice the tears on the butler’s face, or he had refused to acknowledge it.

     “ Relax, kid. We aren’t here to arrest nobody,” the youngest of the two officers replied.

     “ Is this the Reaver’s son?” the other, obviously in charge with the superiority in his voice, asked.

     “ What is it!? What’s with my parents? What is it with mommy and daddy?” Max cried. Erica had just arrived next to Max but was careful to conceal herself behind the car of the police officers.

     “ Tell me, what happened to them?!” Max yelled. Nobody had said anything yet, but he was clearly upset. Did he anticipate this event happening? Erica asked herself.
     “ Relax, kid, what are you so upset about?” the younger officer asked. Meanwhile, the butler was trying to calm him down.

     “ Hey, why are they here?” Max asked his butler, pointing an accusing finger towards the officers.

     “ Please, calm down, Max. You are getting upset over nothing,” the butler said.

     “ Are my parents dead?” he suddenly said.

     This brought a collective gasp from everyone, including Erica. She wondered how Max could say it so calmly, though he seemed rather disturbed.

     “ Honestly, tell me, are they?” Max asked. “ I can think of no other reason for you all to be here.” At that point, Erica decided that she was not needed from there on. She left the scene, hoping no one had seen her leave.

Date: 5th of February 

Time: 10.00 a.m.

     Erica stood quietly, hiding amongst the shadows of the elm trees that surrounded the cemetery. Gloom was clearly dense in the air, emitted by all the people who were attending the funeral.

     The priest was ranting something about God and heaven, but nothing he said was really making any sense at all to her. He was nothing at all, just someone talking gibberish in the background.

     She spotted Max standing alongside his butler in the front, looking forlornly at the two black caskets that were laid out in front of him. She had not spoken or seen him since the incident at him house. She tried calling him afterwards, but he would not answer her calls.

     Was he blaming me somehow? She asked herself. After all, accidents happen when she visited him…

     People were quickly dispersing, the ceremony over. Max was the only one left standing over his parents’ graves. Erica stayed behind as well. Her parents told her that they would wait for her at the car.

     Max stood there for 10 minutes, staring blindly at the graves. Erica wanted to say something to him, to console him, to tell him that everything will be alright after a while. But, she had no spirit left to tell him that. She turned around to leave.

     “ Erica!” he called out suddenly, making her jump. She turned around to face him. He was walking swiftly up to her.

     “ It is nice of you to come,” Max said, smiling. Erica looked at him, wondering if he was trying to hide his sorrow over a mask.

     “ It was nothing, Max,” she said. They walked side-by-side towards the car park. They did not say anything, possibly because it was difficult for a 12 year old to find something suitable to say in such a situation.

     “ Hey, Erica…” Max started, scratching his head. What is he trying to do now? She thought.

     “ You are still welcomed at my house, you know…well, just want to let you know,” Max said sheepishly.

     Erica realized she probably would not understand such a weird person. She tried not to look at him. Why is he trying to console me, of all people who need consoling? She asked, smiling to herself.

     “ I know that very well.”    

