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The of Endeavors of Inhabitants
The three boys navigated their way through the unfamiliar grounds and managed to climb up the twelve-foot gate that stood on the edge of the football field. The metal squeaked as one by one they made it onto the freshly cut grass, waiting for the others. By now the school was nearly empty with the exception of an old man in the distance in custodial attire, lingering around the bathrooms by the cafeteria, muttering to himself. The teens were quiet not to expose their presence especially given the reason they were here so late in the night. They made sure to stick close to the shadows provided by the trees and bleachers that covered their beings. 
High school rivalries have a way of igniting creative ways to demonstrate a sense of superiority among the youth to which was distinguished by location and the conjuring of district lines. These acts of competition often range between wearing t-shirts in support of their residing school to stealing a rival’s school’s sign that hung above the main entrance. During the teenage years is when most people define their rebellious nature, testing out how far they can toe the line of danger before someone catches them in the act. What had started out as a joke unraveled and took on a life on its own. 
They were adamant on painting over the large black crow that represented their opposing school and replacing it with their own mascot, the Mighty Coyote, a represent of Monroe High School. The grin of the coyote just so happened to be embellished on the jackets they were currently wearing. A fitting choice for the occasion, they had deemed. They heard from fellow students that this mural decorated on the walls of the Venus High auditorium was of high praise due to the amount of detail that went in to create the large art piece. Some had said that it was tradition for Venus students to touch the bird’s beak for good luck on their exams, which just happened to be in a couple of weeks.
As fast as they could, they scoured through the territory in search of their target. Nick stated that it would be easier to find the auditorium if they would simply use the flashlights they brought, but was quickly overruled by Anthony and Johnny. The other two knew that a bright, shining light in the dark of the night would surely give them away in case they were to run into another janitor, or a security guard they were unaware of. They buzzed through the empty halls and the underlit corridors trying to find where in the world this damn building was supposed to be. Granted they only thought of doing this last night so there wasn’t much time to figure out the specifics, such as getting a map of the area. Their attention was focused on gathering supplies.
The boys were nearing a large building that happened to have its doors unlocked and wide-open, almost beckoning them in. They were unsure whether someone else was inhabiting the grounds that night. Rather than avoiding the building, Anthony quickly ran to the door. He carefully peaked his head through to see if anyone was inside, only to find it filled with the smell of old socks that lingered from early that day. Must be the gym, he had thought. He signaled to the group that there was no one there, immediately relaxing the tense looks of the rest of the boys, that is until he decided to venture further in. The two boys behind him panicked as they saw his body disappear into the dark room. Nick and Johnny, who still remained outside, gave each other a look of confusion as they waited for their friend to come back out, but as each minute passed, they became more and more worried. It wasn’t until a quick flash of light from the windows they make their way towards the gym. They had thought Anthony knew better than to expose their presence. Although the light was only turned on for a brief two seconds, anyone in the nearby vicinity would notice the flash and make their way over out of curiosity.
Johnny was the first to reach the door with Nick following close behind. The former took a tentative step inside the building as Nick stood closely by the doors to act as lookout. Johnny called out to his friend the vastly large room, hoping that their friend didn’t get himself caught in the short timeframe he went on his own. Even with the many windows lined above each of the walls, they did nothing to brighten up the space, making it even more difficult to spot where he could be hiding. Footsteps were heard heading to the boys as they stood by the entrance and out appeared Anthony rushing over to them from the stands. He had a look of urgency and he led Nick and Johnny toward the middle of the gym. Despite protests from the two, Anthony used his flashlight and adjusted it to the lowest setting. As he aimed it at the flooring below him, the two saw that “DAVIDSON HIGH SCHOOL 1931” was inscribed into the wooded tiles. Anthony whispered softly to the boys that they should just choose this place for their prank instead of searching building after building in hope they would stumble upon the one they wanted. He was antsy to get this over with and already fidgeting to reach into his bag for the supplies.  
They argued as softly as he could to avoid the echo that would surely bounce off the walls. Anthony thought that this setting would suffice for their plan. Johnny thought otherwise. He reminded them that the sole purpose they came here was for the mural. Nick was hesitant, so much time has been wasted creeping around and checking door to door where this damned auditorium was, so he wanted to get this over with. It was obvious that the group was growing tired despite the moments of adrenaline sneaking about. Johnny was adamant on getting it right, perhaps it was because he was the one who came up with this joke. He walked back out, stopping to make sure the janitor wasn’t around before he made it outside. Johnny urged Nick to follow. 
It was evident that Johnny acted as the leader for this particular scheme as he had obviously given this plan more thought. Anthony and Nick exchanged glances; they both knew how their friend reacted when a situation was out of his control, it was his biggest peeve. Rather than get further into an altercation debating on the location to unload their havoc, they thought it best to stick with the original proposal. The two groaned in defeat and retreated back to the outside hallway where Johnny had waited. The group huddled back together and were off to find this mural that was already testing their resolutions. They most definitely didn’t want to test the limits for tonight.
Luck was on their side as they found their way into the unlocked auditorium, which happened to be the next building over. It happened to have a long hallway for an entrance that connected to the larger structure. One by one they rushed over to the door waiting until everyone was inside the passageway and made their way over to their destination. This is it, behind these doors they were about to accomplish a prank that has never been pulled off before. Johnny was the first to open the door. It was odd how the school didn’t bother locking their facilities for the night.
Once inside they instantly made their way pass the rows of chairs to the podium where just behind it stood the bird posed as if it was flying towards the seated audience down below. The boys were quiet with their footsteps to reduce the echo of their movements, careful not to draw the attention of the janitor who may be within hearing distance if he were to come toward their direction. They angled their flashlights in a way that would only hit their canvas, careful that no stray beams aimed towards the windows or reached through the cracks of the doors. They got to work as fast as they could, pausing occasionally to listen for any sound that would indicate they were about to be caught. With enough coordination and the help of adrenaline they looked upon their newly finished masterpiece–a dark four-legged creature was left, looking as if it was to stand guard for any danger it may encounter. Underneath the animal they wrote, “THERE’S NOT ENOUGH ROOM FOR BOTH OF US”. The streaks of still wet paint running down the letters creating an unsettling feeling in Johnny’s stomach, he couldn’t understand why though.
The teens didn’t have enough time to admire their work, however, as they knew they would have to rush out. Every minute they stayed only increased their chances of being spotted. Nick check to see on his watch that was only a few minutes before four o’clock. He alerted the time to the boys as they began to gather their supplies stuffing them into their bags and making their way out down the aisle to where they entered. Anthony poked his head down the long hallway to inspect if anyone was close by. He declared that the coast was clear, enabling the group to make their way down the corridor. Just as Johnny was about to reach for the door handle, three knocks were heard coming from the other side. They all stopped in their tracks. Did someone find out they were there? Yes, there was a slip up in the gym, but they didn’t linger too much on it since they didn’t notice anyone come by to check it out. Nobody moved, to startled from the noise. The window attached to the door didn't show that anyone was behind it. There was no one outside, from what they could see, to deliver those knocks. 
Johnny managed to suppress his unease down enough to convince the others it was perhaps the wind or a bird hitting a nearby wall. He was not going to let fear scare him into staying in the building when their chance of escape was right in front of them. He slowly reached again for the handle and opened the door, but there was no bird, no heavy wind, only the cawing of a few crows invisible in the night. What the boy did see, however, was the janitor standing about thirty feet away staring right back at him. His eyes could have been mistaken because he was almost positive he saw a grin appear quickly upon the old janitor’s face before it morphed back into a state of surprise.
He alerted his friends that they'd been found, running back to the gate they jumped over. Johnny then remembered that this was a place he didn’t know. The nerves picked up again. He can’t tell which way they should turn, but he figured one of the others might. He slowed his pace to make sure that Nick and Anthony caught up to him. Thankfully Nick’s strong memory could be put to use even in this dire situation as he guided the group back to the gate. He was, unsurprisingly, the first to make it across the field and reach the barrier first. Anthony was closing up the distance as Johnny followed behind. Something compelled the third boy to look back, perhaps to inspect how far behind the was the janitor. Three boys were no match against an old guy, right? He couldn’t have been more wrong. The old man kept pace with the teens, running only a few yards behind him. That’s not possible, Johnny would’ve heard him. The nerves resurfaced.
He looked up ahead to see Anthony reach the gate and make his incline. When Johnny got to the gate the other two already made it to the other side where their car was parked. Just as he laid one hand on the iron bars, however, he felt a cold chill run up his spine. He looked back once more and saw that the janitor was in reaching distance. The boy quickly started to climb. Freedom was on the other side, waiting for him. He can climb fast; he was confident with that.
He reached the top of the gate but in his haste he lost his footing. He still maintained his grip on the rusty bars when he felt the old man make a reach for his ankles, brushing up on the fabric of his pants. His legs kicked around to avoid the old man’s grasp. Nick and Anthony urged their friend to keep climbing, by now shouting since there was no longer a need to keep quiet. If he could just climb a little higher then he for sure thought he would be safe. He’s almost there. He was so close to the top of the gate. His feet hovered over the man trying to make sure that the old man couldn’t grab him. It wasn’t enough.
The boy suddenly couldn’t move his leg, the more he tugged he couldn’t get rid of the strong hold of the old janitor. For his age he looked someone you could easily outrun, more so overpower. Looks can certainly be deceiving. Before he could try to shake him off, he was abruptly pulled down. In less than a second he was able to felt his stomach drop and a cold sweat passed his body as he fell through the thin air. The boy felt a sharp pain to his back when he came to the ground, then another to the back of his head. The wind had knocked out of him as he vision blurred. He tried to glance at his friends through the barrier between them and saw their horrified expressions starring back at him. The looked frantic, mouthing something he couldn’t quite hear. Why can’t he hear them? They are just a few feet away.
When did the temperature drop? He was sure he still had his jacket on. His eyes shifted to the old standing to the right by head. Now up close he saw that the janitor’s expression looked as if he was trying to contain his excitement, too disturbing for what just occurred. Johnny didn’t like that one bit. He made an effort to move but to no avail. He has to get up, why can’t he get up? Why does the man keep starring at him? As if he sensed Johnny’s confusion, the old janitor kneeled down and raised his left hand above his head. The boy, filled with dread at this point, just watched as the wrinkly palm gently cress over his eyes.  
He can move again. But it was still dark. He realized his eyes were closed, although he didn’t remember closing them in the first place. He blinked and saw only the black sky, but he couldn’t find any stars. Nor his friends that had stood by the gate. His hands mindlessly scattered around in attempt to stand. Once he was up, he turned to face the old man in anger at how he could’ve died, but the thought was instantly dismissed as the janitor fell to his knees. Regardless of previous aggravation Johnny felt, he rushed to the man to see if he was alright, he had only been doing his job that night before they broke in.
Johnny was about to ask if he was alright did the man speak while looking down, “I’m so sorry, I was so tired of this.”
“It’s your turn now kid,” he said, now glancing up to meet his eye. There was sadness behind them mixed with pity.
Johnny responded, “What do you mean? You could've killed me like that!” He franticly searched around to see where his friends had gone. Did he go unconscious when he fell? He knew they wouldn’t leave him lying on the floor. Have they gone to get help?
“Exactly, I hope you will understand, you will do the same in time,” murmured the old man.
“I have walked these floors every night since my death nearly thirty years ago. Before me was another I was unfortunate to meet. No one even then worked a shift at night, so I volunteered myself for the sake to gain a bigger paycheck. As I started my rounds late in the evening once the school was completely vacant to make sure I didn’t get in the way, oh boy was I wrong. I had made it to the teacher’s lounge when I found him–”
“–What are you talking about?! I’m going home!” Johnny had enough of this, he was going home. He swiftly made his way toward the gate. He was close to reaching for the bar when a strong force pushed him back that he nearly fell over.
The man behind him gave a heavy sigh, “This is what I am trying to talk to you about boy! I don’t have enough time, soon the sun will break and you'll just have to figure out yourself.”
“Figure what out?!” he yelled back.
“That your dead as I am!”
The silence between them was louder than the shouting they exchanged. He didn’t want to believe it, not matter how much his gut felt like this was the truth, he couldn't bring himself to believe it. If he had only reached the gate quicker, or if he didn’t stop to look back, or even if he hadn’t convinced his friends to come here then he probably be alive. The world filled with an infinite of possibilities and this was his outcome. He felt numb.
“That night I bumped into a ghost, although I was sure he was a teacher who was working late that evening. He looked at me like I was his next meal, well of course I was! He stood up from the tale he sat at and made his way to me. I should’ve known that something was off telling by how out of style his clothes were. He was only a few inches from me when he placed his hand over my chest and...”, he paused, reflecting on the event, “that’s when I had my heart attack. He told me of the strange curse that was placed on him while he was alive. He wronged somebody in the past and they sought out means for his suffering–wherever he shall die he shall remain there until a soul is exchange to pay for his troubles, that someone will always know of his troubles. He disappeared once the sun rose, so did I momentarily, but returned back to that same room. I don’t know what they did to my body that morning but I’ve counted each night waiting to find my peace.”
“I suppose that’s where I come in, huh?” asked Johnny. He didn’t know what to feel. Throughout the explanation a million thoughts ran rapid in his mind, none involved this in-between new life, if you can call it a life anymore.
“I really am sorry, but I don’t regret it kid. I had a wife, I just want the chance to see her again, even if finally moving on means it is just me surrounded by nothing, at least I know I did what I could,” the old man whimpered.
Just as poor Johnny was about to ask his predecessor a question, the ghost quietly faded away. He did not miss, however, the look of acceptance that adorned his face as he smiled into the next life. This is not the path he was meant to take. The boy mourned his death while he waited for the morning to seize his body–could he even call it a body anymore if the vessel was empty? 
He looked up at the hints of orange and pink and yellow that that stretched into the sky. He was certain he’d never get the chance to see this view again. Dawn emerged taking Johnny into safekeeping until he would be released back into the night, beginning a new cycle, one to be broken only if he pays the price with another unlucky soul.




	
	
	



	
	
	



