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Are You Afraid of Me?

By Iris P.
“Are you afraid of me?”

That was the one question I couldn’t answer without looking at our friendship with a whole new pair of eyes.

Penny Carpenter was the weirdest girl I’d ever met. Even her name was weird—it sounded like she belonged in a woodshop hammering nails into the wall, yelling at her siblings to get back to work. She certainly looked the part, too. You could easily pick her out of a crowd because she would get so mangy and dirty that her face would be covered in a thin layer of sod. She had an unusual fancy for a good old fashioned axe, too. When we were kids she would lift one up and swing it around, scattering half of the children off afterschool on the playground.

She’d totter back and forth, crossing her eyes and swinging it around like a madman, growling: 

“Are you afraid of me?”

We’d scream in reply, and only when all of us had surrendered in fear did she drop the axe and laugh good-naturedly. She’d offer us a hand, and pull anyone who wasn’t too proud to be assisted out of the dirt. Then she’d elbow a bunch of us and mimic our faces and we’d all start laughing along with her. She always laughed the loudest, though, and none of us could ever beat her when it came down to it. Believe me, we tried.

My dad and I made her that axe she swung around all the time for her sixth birthday after my mom told me I should stop talking about her as if she was a barn animal who rolled in the mud. We figured at the very least her parents could use it to chop firewood. The day I gave it to her, she’d taken me out back to her own barn with her own animals, and her own little quiet spot. She hid the axe in the hay and patted it several times for good measure.

“This is my special hiding place,” She yelled, as if shouting were the new way to whisper. “I hide lots of things in here I want to keep away from my mom and dad.”

“You can hide things in here?” I’d asked. “This barn may be big, but there’s no place but the hay to hide things in around here. Do you keep all your stuff under this straw?”

I stepped in a couple places to make sure.

“No, silly, I hide bigger things than that in here. Things you can’t see.”

She gave me a silly little grin.

“You mean like invisible things? What kind of invisible things?”

“I hide all my secrets in here! I tell them all to the animals because they can keep a secret.”

“I can keep a secret!” I yelled. “You’ve got to have lots of good secrets to fill a place like this.”

“I do,” She boasted. “But I can’t tell them to you unless you promise not to tell anyone else.”

Boy did I promise. I promised a thousand times over, and I pinky-swore with her to show her I wasn’t lying. So she told me things. A bunch of things. She told me about all the big worlds inside her head and all the people in her mind that came out into the barn whenever she talked. She’d point at walls and laugh and say somebody’s name, like I was supposed to recognize them. I figured she thought the cracks in the walls needed names, so I memorized the names of every crack in every wall she pointed to. She told me that when I left she knew someone who was just like me that she could talk to when she got bored and wished I could stop by, but she only talked to them when it was impossible for the both of us to meet.

“You really like me that much?” I’d asked her. “Nobody’s cared like that for me before.”

And it was the truth—Penny cared for me like no one had before. Not more, but it was just unique. Back then, I was honored that she’d picked me to always want around, even though she was weird.

Not that it mattered in general. Penny was a great friend, she was always loyal, and I never saw any side of her but the side she always showed me. She made the world around her simpler, and in her world time passed by an hour at a time. It was a nice world to live in, one where everything was fine, and decisions weren’t hard.

The day she lost it she looked at me like she’d been caught red-handed in an act of treason. The axe she used to swing around in the air hung loosely at her side. The blood stained the once gleaming, smooth wooden handle, and the steel of the blade dripped in the remains. The body was small, a young person, and lying in the shadows. The lighting was too dim in the barn for me to see what had happened to the child.

“Nobody’s going to forgive me for this,” She told me, her voice sounding far away. “I’ve messed up good this time.”

I wondered what she meant by “this time.” I shifted a bit and something squished under my heel. I winced.

Her eyes looked empty and she raised the axe up with a sad, half-hearted grin.

“Are you afraid of me?”

All the names of the cracks went through my mind, one by one. Taunting me. The simplicity of her mind suddenly made sense—it’s only the strongest who survive. The ones who live for the simple purpose of life itself.

I found myself staring at my own reflection in those dead, cold eyes.

“No.”

She hesitated for a moment, as if she finally realized who I was. Then the grin turned into a sneer, and her eyes became bottomless black pits.

“I hide all my secrets in here…”

She sprinted at me with the axe raised high above her head.

I screamed.

