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Is today a good day to die?

This is something I ask myself in the morning when I wake
up. In third period when I'm trying to keep my eyes open while
Mr. Schroeder drones on and on. At the supper table as I'm
passing the green beans. At night when I'm lying awake because
my brain won’t shut off due to all there is to think about.

Is today the day?

And if not today—when?

I am asking myself this now as I stand on a narrow ledge six
stories above the ground. I'm so high up, I'm practically part of
the sky. I look down at the pavement below, and the world tilts.
I close my eyes, enjoying the way everything spins. Maybe this
time I'll do it—let the air carry me away. It will be like floating

in a pool, drifting off until there’s nothing.
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I don’t remember climbing up here. In fact, I don’t remem-
ber much of anything before Sunday, at least not anything so
far this winter. This happens every time—the blanking out,
the waking up. I'm like that old man with the beard, Rip Van
Winkle. Now you see me, now you don’t. You’d think I’d have
gotten used to it, but this last time was the worst yet because |
wasn’t asleep for a couple days or a week or two—I was asleep
for the holidays, meaning Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New
Year’s. I can’t tell you what was different this time around, only
that when I woke up, I felt deader than usual. Awake, yeah, but
completely empty, like someone had been feasting on my blood.
This is day six of being awake again, and my first week back at
school since November 14.

I open my eyes, and the ground is still there, hard and per-
manent. I am in the bell tower of the high school, standing on
a ledge about four inches wide. The tower is pretty small, with
only a few feet of concrete floor space on all sides of the bell
itself, and then this low stone railing, which I've climbed over
to get here. Every now and then I knock one of my legs against
it to remind myself it’s there.

My arms are outstretched as if I'm conducting a sermon
and this entire not-very-big, dull, dull town is my congregation.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” I shout, “I would like to welcome you
to my death!” You might expect me to say “life,” having just
woken up and all, but it’s only when I’'m awake that I think
about dying.

I am shouting in an old-school-preacher way, all jerking

head and words that twitch at the ends, and T almost lose my
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balance. I hold on behind me, happy no one seems to have no-
ticed, because, let’s face it, it’s hard to look fearless when you’re
clutching the railing like a chicken.

“I, Theodore Finch, being of unsound mind, do hereby be-
queath all my earthly possessions to Charlie Donahue, Brenda
Shank-Kravitz, and my sisters. Everyone else can go f--- them-
selves.” In my house, my mom taught us early to spell that word
(if we mzust use it) or, better yet, not spell it, and, sadly, this has
stuck.

Even though the bell has rung, some of my classmates are
still milling around on the ground. It’s the first week of the
second semester of senior year, and already they’re acting as if
they’re almost done and out of here. One of them looks up in
my direction, as if he heard me, but the others don’t, either be-
cause they haven’t spotted me or because they know I'm there
and Ob well, it’s just Theodore Freak.

Then his head turns away from me and he points at the sky.
At first T think he’s pointing at me, but it’s at that moment I
see her, the girl. She stands a few feet away on the other side
of the tower, also out on the ledge, dark-blond hair waving in
the breeze, the hem of her skirt blowing up like a parachute.
Even though it’s January in Indiana, she is shoeless in tights, a
pair of boots in her hand, and staring either at her feet or at the
ground—it’s hard to tell. She seems frozen in place.

In my regular, nonpreacher voice I say, as calmly as possible,
“Take it from me, the worst thing you can do is look down.”

Very slowly, she turns her head toward me, and I know

this girl, or at least I've seen her in the hallways. I can’t resist:
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“Come here often? Because this is kind of my spot and I don’t
remember seeing you here before.”

She doesn’t laugh or blink, just gazes out at me from behind
these clunky glasses that almost cover her face. She tries to take
a step back and her foot bumps the railing. She teeters a little,
and before she can panic, I say, “I don’t know what brings you
up here, but to me the town looks prettier and the people look
nicer and even the worst of them look almost kind. Except for
Gabe Romero and Amanda Monk and that whole crowd you
hang out with.”

Her name is Violet Something. She is cheerleader popular—
one of those girls you would never think of running into on
a ledge six stories above the ground. Behind the ugly glasses
she’s pretty, almost like a china doll. Large eyes, sweet face
shaped like a heart, a mouth that wants to curve into a perfect
little smile. She’s a girl who dates guys like Ryan Cross, baseball
star, and sits with Amanda Monk and the other queen bees at
lunch.

“But let’s face it, we didn’t come up here for the view. You're
Violet, right?”

She blinks once, and I take this as a yes.

“Theodore Finch. I think we had pre-cal together last year.”

She blinks again.

“I hate math, but that’s not why I'm up here. No offense if
that’s why you are. You're probably better at math than I am,
because pretty much everyone’s better at math than I am, but
it’s okay, I'm fine with it. See, I excel at other, more important

things—guitar, sex, and consistently disappointing my dad, to
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name a few. By the way, it’s apparently true that you'll never use
it in the real world. Math, I mean.”

I keep talking, but I can tell I'm running out of steam. I need
to take a piss, for one thing, and so my words aren’t the only
thing twitching. (Note to self: Before attempting to take own life,
remember to take a leak.) And, two, it’s starting to rain, which,
in this temperature, will probably turn to sleet before it hits the
ground.

“It’s starting to rain,” I say, as if she doesn’t know this. “I
guess there’s an argument to be made that the rain will wash
away the blood, leaving us a neater mess to clean up than
otherwise. But it’s the mess part that’s got me thinking. I'm not
a vain person, but I am human, and I don’t know about you,
but I don’t want to look like I've been run through the wood
chipper at my funeral.”

She’s shivering or shaking, I can’t tell which, and so I slowly
inch my way toward her, hoping I don’t fall off before I get
there, because the last thing I want to do is make a jackass out
of myself in front of this girl. “I've made it clear I want crema-
tion, but my mom doesn’t believe in it.” And my dad will do
whatever she says so he won’t upset her any more than he al-
ready has, and besides, You're far too young to think about this,
you know your Grandma Finch lived to be ninety-eight, we don’t
need to talk about that now, Theodore, don’t upset your mother.

“So it’'ll be an open coffin for me, which means if I jump, it
ain’t gonna be pretty. Besides, I kind of like my face intact like
this, two eyes, one nose, one mouth, a full set of teeth, which,

if ’'m being honest, is one of my better features.” I smile so she
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can see what I mean. Everything where it should be, on the
outside at least.

When she doesn’t say anything, I go on inching and talking.
“Most of all, I feel bad for the undertaker. What a shitty job
that must be anyway, but then to have to deal with an asshole
like me?”

From down below, someone yells, “Violet? Is that Violet up
there?”

“Oh God,” she says, so low I barely hear it. “OhGodoh-
GodohGod.” The wind blows her skirt and hair, and it looks
like she’s going to fly away.

There is general buzzing from the ground, and I shout,
“Don’t try to save me! You'll only kill yourself!” Then I say,
very low, just to her, “Here’s what I think we should do.” I'm
about a foot away from her now. “I want you to throw your
shoes toward the bell and then hold on to the rail, just grab
right onto it, and once you’ve got it, lean against it and then lift
your right foot up and over. Got that?”

“Okay.” She nods and almost loses her balance.

“Don’t nod.”

“Okay.”

“And whatever you do, don’t go the wrong way and step
forward instead of back. I'll count you off. On three. Okay?”

“Okay.” She throws her boots in the direction of the bell,
and they fall with a thud, thud onto the concrete.

“One. Two. Three.”

She grips the stone and kind of props herself against it and

then lifts her leg up and over so that she’s sitting on the railing.
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She stares down at the ground and I can see that she’s frozen
again, and so I say, “Good. Great. Just stop looking down.”

She slowly looks at me and then reaches for the floor of the
bell tower with her right foot, and once she’s found it, I say,
“Now get that left leg back over however you can. Don’t let go
of the wall.” By now she’s shaking so hard I can hear her teeth
chatter, but I watch as her left foot joins her right, and she is
safe.

So now it’s just me out here. I gaze down at the ground one
last time, past my size-thirteen feet that won’t stop growing—
today I'm wearing sneakers with fluorescent laces—past the
open windows of the fourth floor, the third, the second, past
Amanda Monk, who is cackling from the front steps and swish-
ing her blond hair like a pony, books over her head, trying to
flirt and protect herself from the rain at the same time.

I gaze past all of this at the ground itself, which is now slick
and damp, and imagine myself lying there.

I could just step off. It would be over in seconds. No more
“Theodore Freak.” No more hurt. No more anything.

I try to get past the unexpected interruption of saving a life
and return to the business at hand. For a minute I can feel it:
the sense of peace as my mind goes quiet, like I'm already dead.
I am weightless and free. Nothing and no one to fear, not even
myself.

Then a voice from behind me says, “I want you to hold on to
the rail, and once you’ve got it, lean against it and lift your right
foot up and over.”

Like that, I can feel the moment passing, maybe already

Text copyright (c) Jennifer Niven. Courtesy of Penguin Books Ltd



10

Jennifer Niven

passed, and now it seems like a stupid idea, except for picturing
the look on Amanda’s face as I go sailing by her. I laugh at the
thought. I laugh so hard T almost fall off, and this scares me—
like, really scares me—and I catch myself and Violet catches
me as Amanda looks up. “Weirdo!” someone shouts. Amanda’s
little group snickers. She cups her big mouth and aims it sky-
ward. “You okay, V?”

Violet leans over the rail, still holding on to my legs. “I'm
okay.”

The door at the top of the tower stairs cracks open and my
best friend, Charlie Donahue, appears. Charlie is black. Not
CW black, but black-black. He also gets laid more than anyone
else T know.

He says, “They’re serving pizza today,” as if [ wasn’t standing
on a ledge six stories above the ground, my arms outstretched, a
girl wrapped around my knees.

“Why don’t you go ahead and get it over with, freak?” Gabe
Romero, better known as Roamer, better known as Dumbass,
yells from below. More laughter.

Because I've got a date with your mother later, 1 think but
don’t say because, let’s face it, it’s lame, and also he will come up
here and beat my face in and then throw me off, and this defeats
the point of just doing it myself.

Instead I shout, “Thanks for saving me, Violet. I don’t know
what I would’ve done if you hadn’t come along. I guess I'd be
dead right now.”

The last face I see below belongs to my school counselor,

Mr. Embry. As he glares up at me, I think, Great. Just great.
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I let Violet help me over the wall and onto the concrete.
From down below, there’s a smattering of applause, not for me,
but for Violet, the hero. Up close like this, I can see that her
skin is smooth and clear except for two freckles on her right
cheek, and her eyes are a gray-green that makes me think of fall.
It’s the eyes that get me. They are large and arresting, as if she
sees everything. As warm as they are, they are busy, no-bullshit
eyes, the kind that can look right into you, which I can tell even
through the glasses. She’s pretty and tall, but not too tall, with
long, restless legs and curvy hips, which I like on a girl. Too
many high school girls are built like boys.

“I was just sitting there,” she says. “On the railing. I didn’t
come up here to—"

“Let me ask you something. Do you think there’s such a
thing as a perfect day?”

“What?”

“A perfect day. Start to finish. When nothing terrible or sad
or ordinary happens. Do you think it’s possible?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you ever had one?”

“No.”

“I’ve never had one either, but I'm looking for it.”

She whispers, “Thank you, Theodore Finch.” She reaches
up and kisses me on the cheek, and I can smell her shampoo,
which reminds me of flowers. She says into my ear, “If you ever
tell anyone about this, I'll kill you.” Carrying her boots, she
hurries away and out of the rain, back through the door that
leads to the flight of dark and rickety stairs that takes you down
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to one of the many too-bright and too-crowded school hall-
ways.

Charlie watches her go and, as the door swings closed be-
hind her, he turns back to me. “Man, why do you do that?”

“Because we all have to die someday. I just want to be pre-
pared.” This isn’t the reason, of course, but it will be enough
for him. The truth is, there are a lot of reasons, most of which
change daily, like the thirteen fourth graders killed earlier this
week when some SOB opened fire in their school gym, or the
girl two years behind me who just died of cancer, or the man I
saw outside the Mall Cinema kicking his dog, or my father.

Charlie may think it, but at least he doesn’t say “Weirdo,”
which is why he’s my best friend. Other than the fact that I ap-

preciate this about him, we don’t have much in common.

Technically, I'm on probation this year. This is due to a small
matter involving a desk and a chalkboard. (For the record, re-
placing a chalkboard is more expensive than you might think.)
It’s also due to a guitar-smashing incident during assembly, an
illegal use of fireworks, and maybe a fight or two. As a result,
I've agreed involuntarily to the following: weekly counseling;
maintaining a high B average; and participation in at least one
extracurricular. I chose macramé because I'm the only guy with
twenty semihot girls, which I thought was pretty good odds
for me. I also have to behave myself, play well with others, re-
frain from throwing desks, as well as refrain from any “violent

physical altercations.” And I must always, always, whatever I
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do, hold my tongue, because not doing so, apparently, is how
trouble starts. If I f--- anything up from here on out, it’s expul-
sion for me.

Inside the counseling office, I check in with the secretary and
take a seat in one of the hard wooden chairs until Mr. Embry is
ready for me. If I know Embryo—as I call him to myself—Iike I
know Embryo, he’ll want to know just what the hell I was doing
in the bell tower. If I'm lucky, we won’t have time to cover much
more than that.

In a few minutes he waves me in, a short, thick man built
like a bull. As he shuts the door, he drops the smile. He sits
down, hunches over his desk, and fixes his eyes on me like I'm
a suspect he needs to crack. “What in the hell were you doing
in the bell tower?”

The thing I like about Embryo is that not only is he predict-
able, he gets to the point. I've known him since sophomore year.

“I wanted to see the view.”

“Were you planning to jump off?”

“Not on pizza day. Never on pizza day, which is one of the
better days of the week.” I should mention that I am a brilliant
deflector. So brilliant that I could get a full scholarship to col-
lege and major in it, except why bother? I've already mastered
the art.

I wait for him to ask about Violet, but instead he says, “I
need to know if you were or are planning to harm yourself. I am
goddamn serious. If Principal Wertz hears about this, you're
gone before you can say ‘suspended,” or worse. Not to mention

if I don’t pay attention and you decide to go back up there and
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jump off, I'm looking at a lawsuit, and on the salary they pay
me, believe me when I say I do not have the money to be sued.
This holds true whether you jump off the bell tower or the Pu-
rina Tower, whether it’s school property or not.”

I stroke my chin like I'm deep in thought. “The Purina
Tower. Now there’s an idea.”

He doesn’t budge except to squint at me. Like most people
in the Midwest, Embryo doesn’t believe in humor, especially
when it pertains to sensitive subjects. “Not funny, Mr. Finch.
This is not a joking matter.”

“No, sir. Sorry.”

“The thing suicides don’t focus on is their wake. Not just
your parents and siblings, but your friends, your girlfriends,
your classmates, your teachers.” I like the way he seems to think
I have many, many people depending on me, including not just
one but multiple girlfriends.

“I was just messing around. I agree it was probably not the
best way to spend first period.”

He picks up a file and thumps it down in front of him and
starts flipping through it. I wait as he reads, and then he looks at
me again. I wonder if he’s counting the days till summer.

He stands, just like a cop on TV, and walks around his desk
until he’s looming over me. He leans against it, arms folded, and
I look past him, searching for the hidden two-way mirror.

“Do I need to call your mother?”

“No. And again no.” And again: 7o no no. “Look, it was a
stupid thing to do. I just wanted to see what it felt like to stand

there and look down. I would never jump from the bell tower.”
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“If it happens again, if you so much as #hink about it again,
I call her. And you’re going to do a drug test.”

“I appreciate your concern, sir.” I try to sound my most
sincere, because the last thing I want is a bigger, brighter spot-
light directed at me, following me throughout the halls of
school, throughout the other parts of my life, such as they are.
And the thing is, I actually like Embryo. “As for the whole drug
thing, there’s no need to waste precious time. Really. Unless
cigarettes count. Drugs and me? Not a good mix. Believe me,
I've tried.” T fold my hands like a good boy. “As for the whole
bell tower thing, even though it wasn’t at all what you think, I
can still promise that it won’t happen again.”

“That’s right—it won’t. I want you here twice a week instead
of once. You come in Monday and Friday and talk to me, just so
I can see how you’re doing.”

“I'm happy to, sir—I mean, I, like, really enjoy these conver-
sations of ours—but I'm good.”

“It’s nonnegotiable. Now let’s discuss the end of last semes-
ter. You missed four, almost five, weeks of school. Your mother
says you were sick with the flu.”

He’s actually talking about my sister Kate, but he doesn’t
know that. She was the one who called the school while I was
out, because Mom has enough to worry about.

“If that’s what she says, who are we to argue?”

The fact is, I was sick, but not in an easily explained flu kind
of way. It's my experience that people are a lot more sympathetic
if they can see you hurting, and for the millionth time in my life

[ wish for measles or smallpox or some other easily understood
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disease just to make it easier on me and also on them. Anything
would be better than the truth: I shut down again. I went blank.
One minute 1 was spinning, and the next minute my mind was
dragging itself around in a circle, like an old, arthritic dog trying
to lie down. And then 1 just turned off and went to sleep, but
not sleep in the way you do every night. Think a long, dark sleep
where you don’t dream at all.

Embryo once again narrows his eyes to a squint and stares at
me hard, trying to induce a sweat. “And can we expect you to
show up and stay out of trouble this semester?”

“Absolutely.”

“And keep up with your classwork?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I'll arrange the drug test with the nurse.” He jabs the air
with his finger, pointing at me. “Probation means ‘period of
testing somebody’s suitability; period when student must im-
prove.” Look it up if you don’t believe me, and for Christ’s sake,
stay alive.”

The thing I don’t say is: I want to stay alive. The reason I
don’t say it is because, given that fat folder in front of him, he’d
never believe it. And here’s something else he’d never believe—
I'm fighting to be here in this shitty, messed-up world. Standing
on the ledge of the bell tower isn’t about dying. It’s about hav-
ing control. It’s about never going to sleep again.

Embryo stalks around his desk and gathers a stack of “Teens
in Trouble” pamphlets. Then he tells me I’'m not alone and I
can always talk to him, his door is open, he’s here, and he’ll see

me on Monday. I want to say no offense, but that’s not much
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of a comfort. Instead, I thank him because of the dark circles
under his eyes and the smoker’s lines etched around his mouth.
He'll probably light up a cigarette as soon as I go. I take a heap-
ing pile of pamphlets and leave him to it. He never once men-

tioned Violet, and I'm relieved.
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