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I Hear Them Ticking Away
by Andrew Nesseler

As a recent pattern, it seems that every autumn brings about something that plays on his anxiety. Last year, Benny drew on various, illusory reasons to conclude that his friends were conspiring against him and that he had an ill-defined terminal illness. He would be up late at night having panic attacks over what he thought would be a lonely end. The stillness outside resembled the static quiet in his apartment, but his mind seemed to be loud and busy with worries that competed for attention. Thinking about the future, the possibilities never played out in his favor. Benny would often lose his breath while struggling to control his thoughts, and he would quickly reach for his heart to see if it was even still beating. It was, but it felt weak, almost convincing him it did actually stop. It won’t be long before it begins racing again. A ratcheting tension caused chest pain that only further fed his panic. When his breathing returned, he would feel comforted, but, over the next hour, he would continue the routine of breathlessness and checking for a heartbeat. He focused on the sound produced by the analog clock across from his bed. With his jaw clenching in reaction, the ticking would make him nervous, but he couldn’t help himself from being absorbed by the sound. Eventually drifting, he would lose consciousness.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	For this fall, there was a new source of paranoia and its accompanying panic attacks. The same thoughts of his friends and body coming to betray him were still troubling, but they were now off in the background of his anxious thoughts. In their place, he anticipated a predetermined, violent end. Specifically, Benny could not shake visions of being attacked by a stranger or perhaps a scorned ex-lover. Whether he was walking around his neighborhood, taking the train, or staying at home, Benny could not stop feeling as if he was seconds from being ambushed and having his torso gutted and strewn.
	When he tried to reflect on this fear, Benny saw the threads that held it together. Initially, this particular paranoia began as he noticed that he could not find the copy of his apartment key. He turned his apartment inside and out. Everything but the key showed up. Who had it? He considered that an ex-girlfriend had a copy he forgot to take back, or maybe it was swiped without his knowledge. Unable to help himself, he started making the connection to a specific ex-girlfriend who recently tried messaging him on various social media accounts. They had not spoken to each other for a couple of years, and he declined following up with her—instead keeping everything private. In recalling details of the relationship, they weren’t a couple for long, as they would often end up in a shouting match for petty things. She was a programmer of some sort when they dated, being ex-military before he knew her, but she seemed like she was spoiling for a fight regardless of occupation. Benny didn’t want to bring her back into his life, but he now found her in his head when one of her salvos was that of asking how his girlfriend was doing. Whether she was attempting a cold reading of his availability, or she somehow knew that he started seeing someone in the last month, it genuinely disturbed him. Someone’s eyes were upon him.
He continually felt as if he was never alone in his apartment. No other person ever appeared, of course, and he didn’t accept any sort of paranormal answer for his present feeling. Rather, it was like sharing a room with someone who he could not see or hear. The idea of an invisible intruder already seemed ridiculous to him, but the distinction Benny was raising between a ghost and invisible intruder seemed even more ridiculous.
Yet, he thought about it and believed he could satisfactorily explain it without hypocritically retreating to the paranormal, although he did worry about the pretentiousness of his explanation. Going over to his small bookshelf—now a junkyard for miscellaneous objects—Benny looked for his copy of Jean-Paul Sartre’s “No Exit.” He thumbed through his highlights of its pages. In it, the characters bicker as they begin to realize that they are eternally stuck in a room together as punishment for their past sins. It’s a monotonous hell. To end the squabbling and to make the rest of eternity slightly more pleasant, one character suggests that they all look at the floor and stop talking to each other. In ignoring one another, there can be peace. But the futility of this is made clear by one character. Benny finds what he’s after when he reads the following, “To forget about the others? How utterly absurd! I feel you there, in every pore. Your silence clamors in my ears. You can nail up your mouth, cut your tongue out—but you can't prevent your being there. Can you stop your thoughts? I hear them ticking away like a clock, tick-tock, tick-tock, and I'm certain you hear mine.” Benny stared at the highlighted passage and, for a second, felt calm before returning to his anxiety. As clear as the inner working of his clock, he hears the thoughts of the silent, invisible intruder, just as he is sure that they hear his.
Benny also hears the thoughts of the intruder as he or she decides to follow him on the street. Looking behind him never seems like a bad idea. On the train, he feels the presence of a bold, soon-to-be-born murderer. I can hear their thoughts ticking away. Standing at a handle inside the train, Benny couldn’t help but be suspicious of other passengers. Continuing to follow the thread binding his paranoia, Benny recalls that, roughly a week after his dogged premonitions of a knife attack started, a man went on a stabbing spree on the train line that Benny routinely takes for work, socializing, and all the tasks in between the two—a train line he was on as he began to fret. The spree was firmly placed in Benny’s mind and the local headlines, where it didn’t let go easily in either case. Apparently, a disgruntled man around Benny’s age was seeking love without much success. In return, he stabbed a random college student as she commuted. She received multiple, deep stabs to the back and chest that put her in a life-threatening condition. Others received less serious wounds from either the knife or fleeing passengers.
For Benny, he couldn’t help placing himself in the shoes of the young college student. She was probably listening to music as she thought about what she needed to do to prepare for the upcoming semester, or she was looking forward to the weekend plans she had with her friends. Her worries and ambitions were likely filtered through one of the different fatigues of the day, whether it be the grogginess of the morning as one begins the daily grind or the evening exhaustion one feels after going through the ringer. Benny wasn’t sure what time, exactly, the attack took place, but no on, no matter the time, can escape revealing this part of themselves while on the train. His body following the sway of the rails, Benny figured that his tiredness and more benign thoughts likely mimicked those of this student.
Bleeding onto the mundane thoughts, however, Benny could not shake his unrelenting, disastrous fears, as he saw a stranger approach him with something in hand. Before Benny came to make sense of the visual, he sensed aggression and was given a quick, small bolt of adrenaline. Following this, the stranger was running an object into Benny’s chest. Based off the sudden movement toward him alone, Benny reflexively tried to reach out and stop it, but did not succeed. At first, it was like a punch that had enough anger and force in it to send pain straight through his chest, but he soon became aware of the knife being driven into him as his eyes grasped the blade being drawn back.
The screams and scuffling in the background wouldn’t register for either victim or attacker. They’re both fully in this moment. As the attack continues, Benny feels adrenaline and a vague will to live carrying him through the encounter, but they are on borrowed time as he simultaneously feels weaker and weaker from the increasing blood loss. His muscles show signs of failing him, and his awareness is gradually fading. His lungs start to falter, and a sensation of drowning in the dry autumn air is taking hold.
Being processed implicitly, a demoralizing aspect begins to drain Benny as well. He simply does not have the aggressive instinct of his attacker, and he still feels social norms, however faint, guiding and restricting his actions. He has no conditioned muscle memory to reactively match and end the violence of his attacker. Attempts at defending himself come off as hope for the aggressor to stop on his own volition—to come to his senses—as if Benny is trying to grab an excited friend’s hand from doing anything too foolish. As far as the killer is concerned, Benny is a passive rabbit caught in a wolf’s teeth, and Benny’s not so sure he would disagree. The victim on the train was lost in the moment of a complacent life, while the attacker woke up that day with the intention to kill. The conclusion of this encounter is nearly fatalistic, as the killer was destined to dictate the pace from the moment he decided to act on his impulses. If it continued, Benny would lose consciousness.
Raising his hand to his forehead, he noticed the large amount of sweat accumulating. It looked as if Benny just stepped out from the rain. No one was paying attention to him. They were listening to music, messing with their phones, or dozing from the choice fatigue of the day. Slowly, he became more aware of those around him as he left his inward imaginings, and his vision further adjusted to more of his immediate surroundings: a door in front of him, multiple advertising posters, and a blurred cityscape through the windows. Apart from the tight pain in his chest, he was fine physically. That said, the attack felt real to him, even without the puncture wounds. He pictured the details, adrenaline and terror clouded his perception, and the expectation of it becoming real stayed firm in his mind, as if it was a scheduled appointment. In the aftermath, he had the breathlessness of fighting off an attack—real or imagined.
The month continued with Benny finding brief moments where he was able to step back to gain a more impartial view of his thinking. The glimpse allowed him to see that he was losing a hold of himself, and this window to insight quickly would fade as he returned to his entrenched paranoia. Recalling these last few weeks, he remembers seeing a neighbor approaching his door as he left his apartment. Benny flinched, expecting to be cut down. Later, the wind blew a tarp in an upward motion, so Benny saw a cloaked figure lunging at him. The attack seemed imminent anywhere as Benny could no longer separate himself from what he imagined.
He was also aware that his sleep became shorter and more irregular. He had always struggled to sleep, as many of his panic attacks happened in bed at night, but now they were happening all day. Paradoxically, it both exhausted him and kept him awake. The constant stimulation of his fight or flight response kept him suspended in a state of alertness, even with the help of over-the-counter sleeping pills. Another point of clarity passes, and he acknowledges that he is a man possessed by his fear. Imagining how his persistent, uncompromised worrying must look to others, he knows it is giving people outward signs as it begins manifesting itself in his disheveled appearance and the untidiness accruing in his apartment.
As with most nights now, Benny’s attention was drawn to the ticking of the clock beside his bed. It still raised unexplainable trepidation, and, as before, Benny could not choose to ignore it. On this night, however, the routine tick of every second was joined by a small commotion in his kitchen. Is the building settling? His ears felt sharp, and his eyes darted toward the direction of the sound. A heavy door with a distorted glass panel separated Benny from the hallway leading to the noise. He could have sworn he had heard something being picked up. A knife? He believes he is seeing a figure cast a motionless, blurred shadow between the dimly lit kitchen and the distorted glass panel. Benny is unsure if he is now cognizant of the ticking of the clock or the thoughts of an intruder. I hear them ticking away. He feels the pain in his chest and his breath leaving him. Soon he would lose consciousness.
