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         When two lives collide, they find that through their love and time together, some wounds can heal. Overcoming their problems was never going to be easy. But through each other, Joanna and Dante will certainly try. From Ja’ Licia Gainer comes a tale of love, family and betrayal.
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         The small crowd at the funeral was dreary. There were a few distant relatives, people that would soon disappear into the fog of being strangers as soon as the funeral was finished. A very small handful of old friends, friends who could barely recall whose funeral they were attending. Two lonesome neighbors’, who hung at the very edges of the funeral. And a tall, slouching young man, at the head of the grave. His name was Dante Blanthe.

         Before, all Dante felt was tension. Now his father had finally passed on, all he felt was peace. His father, Omar, exited the world and with it, had given his son, Dante, freedom.

         Omar’s stiff corpse was dressed up in his old black lieutenant colonel suit. This suit had also been worn for many nights when Omar would patrol the neighborhood as his mental health deteriorated. The suit was embellished with gold braids on the pants and sleeves, shoulder marks with threaded stars, and pinned badges and ribbons where his soul used to be. The uniform was not clean or new; pieces of cotton threads hung off the sleeves and spots of dirt were splattered at the pants. The old white high-collared shirt covered his self-inflicted markings. A service cap fitted tightly on his skull and foggy plastic dress shoes were loose around his ankles. He almost looked respectable. The funeral attendees began to shuffle on their feet, awaiting the end of the funeral, but Dante took no notice. Dante’s next-door neighbors, Simone, and Samuel (whom he considered to be his family at one point) waited for him in the distance to give their nearly adopted son some space.

         Samuel and Simone helped Dante by giving him the support and nurturing he had never received from his father or mother. He 10would run off to their house on days when Dante was afraid of Omar. Simone would try to get him to talk, but Dante, a child at the time, was too occupied shoving food in his mouth, while his stomach rumbled loudly. Sometimes Dante would show up with bruises or fresh cuts. Simone eventually knew that Dante wouldn’t tell, so she put ice packets on the tender, colored marks, then patched the wounds with ointment and band-aids. Samuel would try to cheer him up by drawing and painting with Dante. He would crack jokes with Dante, and when Dante finally cracked a smile, Samuel laughed in joy. When Samuel laughed it felt so fatherly and warm to Dante that he eventually relaxed when around him. Dante opened to his neighbors about his father after a while, but when questions about his mother were asked, he’d shut down as a defense mechanism. He pushed aside the thought of her and remained content with the jokes Samuel made and the warm hugs Simone gave.

         But as Dante stood in front of his father’s grave on that cold day, he felt no feeling of contentment or happiness. In Dante’s opinion, the headstone was the only decent part of the service. Engraved was the following: Omar Blanthe, February 20th, 1956 - May 7th, 2020. Mercifully, there was no army title or plaque on the headstone to overshadow that he was anything but a human being; a human being who had suffered. Dante felt himself sigh with gratitude at this small mercy. Omar’s coffin would soon descend into the dirt and the religious sermon would come to an end; Dante felt a desperate need to look away. He gazed at the headstone instead.

         Dante thought back to his father’s life as he vacantly stared at the headstone. He got a chill throughout his body, followed by a prickling sensation that numbed his fingers and face. His eyes glazed over as his mind brought back all the horrible memories he had tried to push away since he had found his father dead. Omar had made a fearsome reputation for himself within the neighborhood, walking around the perimeter of his house in the thick swelter of 11the summer, with a glass of scotch as dark as mud in one hand and a loaded pistol in the other. Sometimes he would yell out the lyrics to “The Army Song” out into the sky. This would happen for days on end when Dante was 10 years old. Dante had always known that this song was a calling cry to the wilderness, a wilderness Omar knew he would never go back to. Omar had been a good father in the past, even if his anger got the best of him. Time had caused Omar to be slowly pushed to the edge, or so Dante had wanted to believe.

         Aside from Samuel and Simone, the other neighbors did not know any of these intricate details about their unhinged neighbor and didn’t particularly care to know. Dante’s close friend Rodger knew, but was told by Dante to keep well away; Dante didn’t want his life infecting the one friend he knew would probably stay by his side for the long run. They were disturbed by him but managed to successfully ignore his strange, out-of-tune song, echoing throughout the neighborhood in the dead of night. After many nights of drunken, echoing song, Omar started wearing his combat uniform at night too. He would dress in his olive-green cargo pocket shirt and pants, tie up his old service shoes, and strap on his helmet. The slim figure would pass their windows and front lawns, the low tune of the tune always in tow. As he had once justified to Dante with his whiskey-stained breath, everybody around them were the enemy; he promised he would hunt them down in their enemy camps. Omar would grab his pistol and march to the front gate, his tear-filled eyes blinking in and out of reality. Dante kept a close eye on him and dragged him back home before he got to their front doors, every single evening of every single week for a little over a year. Dante was only 18 years old. He had just graduated with his high school diploma. He had done well in his grades and had a bright future ahead of him. Omar hadn’t attended his ceremony.

         In his more lucid moments, Omar would open to Dante, going on to discuss his childhood, “I feel like a walking contradiction” Omar would whisper “I’m a kid one day, and an old 12man the next. I keep going back and forth in time, I can’t seem to grab on to the present; I’m so lost.”

         “Where do you feel like you’re at now?” Dante asked tentatively.

         “I’m in between. A young man who’s stuck in a corner. It’s heaven and its hell. I wish I hadn’t become a soldier. I should’ve been a sailor. Yea, a sailor; I should’ve been a sailor” Omar laughed away as he looked off into the ceiling.

         Dante had figured out that this was Omar’s usual move whenever he had been pulled away back into his mind, fixated on some private memory. Dante would observe his father go further and further into his own mind while his father’s eyes slowly glossed over with a waxy, distant look. After sitting in silence for a few minutes together, Dante would leave quietly and focus his time on something else. These few minutes were a mandatory wait period, on the slim chance Dante’s father returned to the living room, returned to him and to the conversation; this chance was always given, but was never met with reward.

         After Dante graduated high school, Omar stayed in the house with Dante less and less, taking long trips in the dead of night to bars to drink the same scotch he had in the house, gambling away his earnings carelessly with the checks from the government. A thankful reminder of his service on small, white sheets of paper. They did not even bother to check on him in person.

         Once Dante had entered his early twenties, Dante finally decided to settle him into a psychiatric care facility. The institution was located on the outskirts of town and Dante promised to visit him all the time. The first week was indeed every day. Quickly it depleted to once a week, and soon it was once a month. At last, it was once a year on his birthday.

         Dante took no pleasure in these visits, especially given that his father had started to descend into an incoherent shell of a man. Dante first realized this when Omar would rapidly explain the same story again and again, and again, reveling in the unhappiness his 13memory provided him. “In Vietnam,” is how Omar would start the story, “that jungle was so hot, I couldn’t figure out what was real or imagined.” He explained further that there was a woman in that forest who wanted him. Omar had wanted her too; soon he found out that the woman was pregnant. He solved the problem by shooting her point-blank in the left side of her chest, killing her instantly. Omar argued with himself, as Dante watched with a grim expression, “I didn’t want the boys to assault her or torture her for days like they did the others.”

         The group therapy sessions that had been offered were pointless to him. He also refused to take his prescribed medication. Although Omar appreciated the fellow men there who served their beloved country, nobody could understand or fathom what he dealt with as an individual. Loneliness had overtaken Omar. He was suffocated by his demons daily.

         Dante was haunted by this fact, forced into his mind by the ever-present image of his father hanging from a rusty red pipe behind the cracked-up ceiling cover of the institution. Omar had used the bedding that was ripped and tightly twisted into a hangman’s knot. His father’s gray neck and face were covered in blue veins, crawling, and connecting like spider webs. His eyelids were closed. Dante thought that the finality of death after such struggle brought to the scene of his father’s death a sense of peace. He also wondered if it was not his own peace he was feeling.

         
             

         

         The morning of the funeral, Dante discovered a box underneath his father’s bed. There was a pair of binoculars carved M-19 7x50. Some photographs were wrapped up with a thick rubber band. The first was Omar, as a child with a paper boat on his head smiling with no teeth. The second picture was Omar driving his first car. The 14third photo was when Dante was a new-born baby in the hospital, his tiny hand clutching on his father’s finger. And the last one is a snapshot of Omar in Vietnam with the woman he shot, heavily pregnant.

         The bottom of the box had a folded piece of paper. He had carried it with him to the funeral, despite his fingers still trembling from what he had read. Within it, contained the words of a short poem Omar made:

         
            Paranoia is eating you, 
peeling back your flesh, letting the veins and blood flow out of you. They all moved on, you need to do so as well, you deserve that chance of light. Let the blood flow, let the skin rip, and tear away from the soul, it’ll be solitude in the end.

         

         And so there he was, pressing his shirt pocket with the scrap of paper, age 27. His eyes blinked away tears, as he watched the coffin descend. The heat from the hot weather had hung on Dante’s shoulders all that day, and now the midday sun made him feel lightheaded. The funeral was nearly over, and Dante realized he had dissociated in favor of these painful memories of his father. He realized he would always remember the conversation about the woman in Vietnam. In Dante’s view, it was one of the last moments his father was still just about there, stuck inside the body of a fractured man. Deep down, Dante knew that even if his father had become better, healthier, and won the battle against his guilt, he would still be haunted; “I see that woman’s eyes everywhere” Omar explained “When I’m gone, really gone, I know I’m going to see her and tell her why I took her life away.”

         Dante stood, rooted to the floor. He didn’t know why he was waiting, or what he was waiting for, but he stood until the midday sun had become cold. The only souls in the graveyard now were him, Simone, Samuel, and a lone fox, running between the 15moss-covered gravestones. Simone walked up to Dante and tried to touch his arm, but Dante shrugged and chuckled with disdain.

         “What are you doing here? You’re here to pick up the pieces again?” Dante asked while taking a swig from his father’s flask before tossing it, hitting his father’s headstone. As Dante turned away, Samuel said, “I know that you feel alone, but we were there then. We can help now.”

         “Yes, you were there, fixing up my scars and putting ice on my bruises. Giving me a bed when he wouldn’t let me in the house. But it wasn’t permanent. It wasn’t real-”

         “I’m sorry we didn’t adopt you. Your father wouldn’t let us. If we went to protective services, we didn’t know where you would’ve ended up. We figured keeping you as close as possible would help. And when your father couldn’t oppose and he was in the hospital, you were already an adult” interjected Simone. Dante swung around to face them and looked at them with something close to anger “those sound-like excuses to me. Even after I begged you two to be my guardians, after what you knew where his mind was. You didn’t make it real.”

         “Look I’m so sorry, maybe we should have made sure Rodger was here too. You were the one that demanded he not be invited. Maybe you are just overwhelmed, not saying things you mean. Take a moment before you make a mistake. “Don’t shut us out now” said Samuel desperately, but all he was met with was a cold and harsh stare. Dante stared at them, feeling a mix of guilt and hatred. Hatred at everything and everyone. He knew he was alone. Simone walked up to Dante but was held back by Samuel, who shook his head slowly. With longing eyes, the closest thing to family Dante had ever known, they both walked quietly away. Dante took a respectful moment of silence and looked to the sky as the silence filled the void around him.

         
            *

         

         Nightfall had descended, but it brought no relief from the exhausting heat. It was almost unbearable for anyone to walk down the busy street without feeling out of breath. Dante could feel the sweat all over his body. He felt the sweat drip from the top of his head, which was covered by low cut fade, all the way to his freshly trimmed beard. The heat had drawn his mind away from the funeral and so he privately relished focusing on something physically unpleasant than mentally unpleasant. He was headed to a bar downtown, wearing a black button up shirt, black pants, and black shiny lace up shoes.

         The night was lively, packs of family, friends, and college students strolled around, eating food from the nearby trucks, bar hopping and screaming for their football team to win. As Dante got closer to the bar, he felt his throat become drier. His palm finally touched the door handle, and he swung the door open to hear a rowdy place full of people; the sound of soft drinks being gargled down and then being clinked on tables, the hot and cool breaths of others and the sudden drunken laughter from overcrowded tables. Dante walked up to a free bar stool. The wooden floorboards made a groaning sound as Dante leaned over to get the waiter’s attention.

         “Can I get a cold beer please?” said Dante.

         “Coming up.” The bartender leaned down to get a beer from the small fridge, a cold glass from the small freezer and handed it to him. The first sip of beer Dante swallowed made his body temperature cool. Relief washed over him. He looked around and saw all the usual regulars. Except one, a face he had never seen before. She sat on the bar stool closest to Dante.

         A woman in her mid-twenties, wearing a black tank top and dark jean shorts with sneakers, was drinking alone. She was petite with a curvy figure. She had dark brown curly hair that hit below her shoulders, half of which was tied up in a hair tie. Her hair hung around her oval shaped face with pink flushed cheeks that harmonized with her brown skin. Her eyes were fittingly small, dark, and almond shaped; below her nose were full lips. Dante 17noticed she had a lovely smile; it brought a compelling charm to her. Dante felt his heart in his chest, he felt safe and warm. She looked to Dante, noticing his gaze. Dante felt struck, shocked that a stranger could make him feel so warm and calm. She turned around unaffected and swayed slightly on the small bar stool. He felt sure this new drink was not her second, or even third, drink of the night. She twirled the black straw in the clear tequila. Her eyes were glazed over.
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