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To those who suffer and seek healing.


Chapter One

DR. ISAAC TWAIN stood in a cozy house surrounded by strangers, where a forced jubilation floated like stale smoke. The house was something out of the Shire, a hobbit home for humans, on a hilltop in Lothos, Ohio, overlooking Hambden University’s campus.

Isaac had been dragged around the party earlier and introduced. The head of the English Department called him an “emergency hire.” Emergency because two of their professors had resigned a week before the semester started when they realized they couldn’t come back, not after what happened.

The unfamiliar faces of his new coworkers floated in and out of Isaac’s attention. In the overwarm, crowded kitchen, two older ladies smiled up at him and tried asking about his work, his life—did he have a wife?—but he ducked their questions like a soldier ducks bullets. For a time, he hovered among them with his glass of wine until a delightfully disorganized bookshelf in a room off the main foyer caught his eye, and he took solace.

Stepping inside, he cast a glance over what had to be someone’s office. An antique oak desk anchored the space, though its surface was bare and dusty from nonuse. A couple of framed band posters decorated the walls, but the only name Isaac recognized was Freddie Mercury. Trying not to snoop, he turned his attention back to the initial object of interest.

Books of all shapes and sizes crammed into the shelves at odd angles. Half were alphabetized, as if their owner had once considered organization and admitted defeat. In the top right corner sat a bobblehead, some kind of rodent with a red W on its chest. Isaac bopped the critter on the head, and it nodded in response.

An author named John Conlon dominated an entire half shelf. Isaac grabbed a book with bright binding—young adult, if the cover was anything to go by. He set his glass of wine on the nearby table, empty but for a photograph of a smiling couple with dark hair (whoever lived here was apparently not a fan of clutter) and flipped pages. He read the first line—It wasn’t meant to happen that summer, but by then, Declan understood the things he meant and the things he did were often at odds—until a stranger arrived at his side.

“Hey, newbie. You hiding?”

Isaac looked up to find an overgrown frat boy with spiked blond hair and a square-shaped head staring back at him. “Maybe,” Isaac said. He lifted his chin toward the kitchen. “It’s claustrophobic in there.”

The man shrugged. “What can I say? We’re overbearing, given the right amount of alcohol.” He extended his hand. “I’m Tommy Dewars.”

Isaac slid the Conlon book back where it belonged and accepted Tommy’s greeting. “Isaac Twain.”

“We’re playing the name game later. See if you remember everybody. If you mess up, you’re fired.”

“Yeah, sure.”

He squinted up at Isaac. “Not to be weird, but English professors aren’t usually seven feet of solid muscle.”

Isaac almost choked on his drink. Granted, people often commented on his height and physique, but Tommy’s remark still caught him off guard. “I used to run marathons,” he said. “But I’m a geek on the inside. Promise.” When Tommy smiled, Isaac tipped his head toward the dusty desk. “This your place?”

“Mine? No, God, no. I live in a shithole closer to campus. This is John’s place. He’s driving back from Wisconsin today, but he should be here soon. How long have you been in town? Heard you moved up from North Carolina?”

“South Carolina. Charleston.” He finished half the glass of wine in one go. “I’ve only been here a couple days.”

Tommy’s wrinkled plaid button-down untucked from his jeans when he scratched his belly, and he sipped what appeared to be whiskey. “Why the hell would you move to Ohio from Charleston?”

Isaac shrugged as the boisterous kitchen conversation spilled down the hall. “Change of scenery.”

Somewhere, a glass dropped and shattered. Disinterested, Isaac paid the disturbance no mind so was ill prepared for a sudden assault. He huffed out a breath when Tommy suddenly tackled him to the floor, both their glasses flying. Isaac held his hands up, bracing for a punch…until he realized he wasn’t being attacked.

Tommy, eyes wide, scrambled off Isaac and sat back on his heels. “Shit, I am so sorry.”

Isaac leaned up on his elbows. “You okay?”

Jaw clenched, Tommy sputtered a chuckle. “Apparently not.” He stood and helped Isaac to his feet. He laughed some more and brushed at the front of Isaac’s blazer. “I, uh…” He pressed his lips together and glanced behind him. “New habits, I guess. Jesus.” He smacked Isaac on the shoulder. “Seriously, are you okay?”

Isaac’s heart thudded in his chest, but he still said, “Fine.”

“I need to get you another drink.”

Isaac picked up their dropped glasses, spilled but not broken. “It’s all right.”

“You came at a really bad time, man.”

“I know.” He did know. Well, he knew enough. School shootings were practically a weekly occurrence. Six people had died in a campus shooting at Hambden the spring before, although that was his only detail. Details seemed too heavy, the number of lives lost countrywide like rocks tied to the necks of those drowning in despair.

“What are you teaching this semester?”

“Mostly composition,” Isaac said, silently agreeing to Tommy’s need to just move on and forget about the impromptu tackle. “Guess they want to make sure I know what I’m talking about before they give me upperclassmen.”

Tommy frowned at the empty glasses Isaac placed on a shelf. “Composition. You don’t even get English majors in there. You’ll probably be dealing with a bunch of business nerds trying to learn how to write office memos.”

“Thrilling.”

Close as they were to the foyer, Isaac was the first to notice the front door opening. A student walked inside. The kid dragged a heavy-looking suitcase behind him. Dressed as he was in a slim-fitting button-down, Isaac immediately assumed preppy, although that assumption altered and changed when taking into account the tight black jeans, Converse sneakers, and shaggy hair the color of caramel and chocolate—a mass of waves and curls that fell down the back of his neck but not quite to his shoulders.

The kid pushed his hair out of the way and looked up, eyes finding Isaac and flashing a moment of panicked nonrecognition before seeing Tommy.

“Um.” Isaac pointed toward the new arrival.

Tommy turned and shouted, “John! My man!”

Not a student, then.

Tommy wrapped John in a hug that actually lifted his feet off the ground. Isaac imagined it wouldn’t be difficult. The new guy might have been average height, but he was gangly, skin and bones.

Tommy ruffled his hair. “Have you lost weight?”

John grumbled and scratched his face with his middle finger. “What are you freeloaders doing in my house?” His voice was surprisingly resonant for someone Isaac considered “pretty.” At John’s pronouncement, crows of approval rang from every direction.

“Come meet Isaac,” Tommy said.

John wiped his palms on his jeans before reaching out to shake, and Isaac’s large hand dwarfed his.

“Isaac Twain is the newest addition to our special corner of Hambden hell. Isaac, this is John Conlon.”

John brushed more hair out of his face. “Nice to—”

“John Conlon?”

John and Tommy froze.

Isaac jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “The books on the shelf. Those are yours?”

John’s face, immobile in what looked like dread a moment before, melted into relief, tinged with a bit of blush. “Oh, yeah. You’ve read?”

“No, but I should. You’ve published a lot of books. You must be good.”

John’s nose wrinkled, and he looked away.

Tommy shook him by the shoulders. “John is an amazing writer. He had a story published in The New Yorker when he was, like, five. Are you working on anything right now?”

John glanced at the bookshelf. “Not lately.”

“You need a drink,” Tommy said.

John’s eyes widened on a big breath. “God, yes, I do.”

“Nice to meet you,” Isaac said, but John just nodded quickly, smile thin, before allowing himself to be herded farther into the house toward the sound of quiet laughter and clinking bottles.

Isaac felt it then—an outsider’s emptiness. He became a nervous-looking coat rack in the corner, a terrified tree waiting for the ax. As the party doubled in auditory volume, he bemoaned his spilled wine. Was it okay for him to leave? It wasn’t like he was supposed to make a speech. He was only there because he figured it was the easiest way to meet everyone before the first official faculty meeting, but he’d been standing around too long. He wanted to run.

Out of curiosity, he reopened John’s book from earlier and read the front flap. It was a coming-of-age story about a gay kid in the Midwest. He flipped to the back, and a picture of John stared back at him. He’d assumed the guy was tired when they first met, but no; apparently, John had perpetual bedroom eyes, and his hair was always an artful mess. He skimmed…creative writing professor at Hambden University…gay rights activist…Converse-wearer and “old-people music” enthusiast.

All arrows pointed to John’s probable sexual preference for men. A spark of interest flickered but quickly went out. True, John Conlon was what most people would consider beautiful, but he wasn’t Isaac’s type. John was the kind of man butch guys fought over in gay clubs, but he was too small for Isaac, too fragile-looking, girly. After all he’d been through, the last thing Isaac wanted was someone feminine.

A thin figure ducked into the library and literally hid against the doorframe. He took a long drink of something brown and leaned his head back. “It’s not good when you want to hide in your own house.”

“Library is the best place for it,” Isaac said.

John kicked away from the wall. “Tommy mentioned you just moved here? I’ve been in Lothos forever, so if you need anything…” He examined Isaac from his brown boat shoes to the top of his blond head. John’s large eyes, dark green, seemed bottomless—drowning pools of intellect and soul—only slightly overshadowed by his thick eyebrows.

Isaac took a step backward in response to his inspection. “Um, Tommy mentioned you were on your way back from Wisconsin?”

“I grew up there. My family’s still there. I took the summer… I…um…” He closed his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I’m usually really good at finishing sentences.”

A bubble of amusement rose in Isaac’s chest.

“You look like I feel.”

“And how do you feel?” Isaac asked.

“Like I want to bury my head in a hole. Or get messy drunk.” He lifted his glass in an unreciprocated toast and drank.

“This is going to sound really insensitive, but can I ask you a question?”

John shrugged.

“The shooting.”

John coughed once, quickly. A loud laugh from the hallway made him startle and look over his shoulder.

Isaac could have backpedaled—should have, based on the way his coworker now resembled a spooked deer—but in for a penny. “Do you mind me asking what happened?”

John stared at him for a long moment before his mouth curved into something like a smile. The intelligent scrutiny of his gaze disappeared in a haze of what Isaac assumed was memory. Then he said, “You don’t know,” with an abundance of relief.

“I know it’s very ignorant of me, and possibly callous, but no.”

John traced his pale finger along the edge of the bookcase. “It was on College Green last June. The College of Arts and Sciences award ceremony. One of our students started shooting, and he eventually shot himself.”

“You were there?”

John laughed, which seemed sorely out of place. “Yeah, I was there. All of us were there.” He leaned closer, so close Isaac smelled bourbon on his breath. “A word of advice: don’t ask anyone else about it unless you’re really good with tears.”

Isaac shifted from one foot to the other. “You’re not crying.”

“No.” He finished his glass and spun around. “I need more alcohol.” It felt like a brush-off, an escape.

“John. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“You didn’t.” He tapped his palm on the doorframe and looked back. “You know, you don’t have to stay here hiding. It’s painful watching introverts try to acclimate in social situations.”

Isaac smirked. “How do you know I’m an introvert?”

“We recognize our own kind, man. Every day of my life, my mantra is ‘Don’t be awkward.’”

“How’s that working for you?”

“Not well.” John smiled, rows of white teeth on display, and Isaac felt like the sun shined on his face. “Nice meeting you, Isaac. Now, go the fuck home.”

Relieved, Isaac dug his leather coat from the hall closet. Isaac having come from the South, the Midwestern nights chilled his bones. He did his best not to draw attention as he snuck to the front door and out into evening. He glanced back once and pondered John Conlon, a contradiction of a man. Not a student but a teacher; not a yuppie but a man who used “fuck” at faculty parties. Not a friend yet, but maybe.


Chapter Two

THE WHOLE THIRD floor smelled like antiseptic—scrubbed clean as though the shooting had happened there, in Ellis Hall, even though it hadn’t. Isaac could see the tragic site from his office, though, its green grass lush in late summer. He even walked by a huge altar that morning, in remembrance of those lost, and paused to look at a couple pictures. They were meaningless to him—smiling faces sad in their absence. His empathy stretched to a general idea but nothing specific, although he knew the same could not be said for his coworkers. In Ellis Hall, he felt their pain like air-conditioning in winter.

A splotchy, white-and-gray sycamore practically poked through his window as he looked over lesson plans and pretended to focus, even as his cell phone vibrated in the desk. Again. After the fourth alert, he’d shoved it in a drawer as though putting it away would make it disappear, make the caller disappear. Like the town of Lothos, Isaac Twain had his own tragedies.

Cleo—the self-proclaimed English Department “administrative diva”—walked in. Her floral perfume prefaced her arrival when she floated gracefully through his open door. “Excuse me, Dr. Twain?”

“I said you could call me Isaac, Cleo.”

When she didn’t respond, he looked up to find her chewing on her red, painted bottom lip. She had on a baby-doll dress, oddly adorned with skulls, and six-inch stiletto heels. She was an attractive amalgam of fifties housewife and Halloween.

“Do you want to call me doctor?” he asked.

“It makes me feel important,” she said.

Cleo seemed perky and kind, so he smiled and gave her that one. “What do you need?”

Isaac had met Cleo earlier in the week for coffee, to get to know her, as she was his guide until the students arrived and classes began. With bright-red hair and blue eyes, she smelled of roses and did most of the talking.

Her heels made no sound on the gray-blue carpet when she came closer. “Just one more signature on your employment paperwork. The awkward one.”

“The awkward one?”

“The departmental nonfraternization policy. It’s very fire and brimstone.” She shrugged and held a paper between them. “Not that there’s a lot of hot chicks running around the English Department.”

No way was he touching that one. He cleared his throat and signed quickly before handing it back.

“How are you settling in? You found an apartment, right, on Union Street? Great location.” She played with her hands, crumpling the corner of his contract. “I mean, if you drink. Do you drink?”

“I, um—”

“You probably drink grown-up drinks, don’t you, like Tommy and John?” She took a deep breath. “They swear by the hard stuff, but I need to do mixed drinks, you know? I like tonic. I’m seriously not annoying. I’m just nervous.”

He glanced around his office. “About me?”

“No.” She tilted her head, and her red curls tumbled to one side. “You seem cool. And you’re older, so you obviously have plenty of teaching experience—not to say you’re old. I’m sorry. See? I’m a mess.” She threw her hands in the air and almost dropped his paperwork.

Isaac tried very hard not to laugh. “Cleo. Sit down, please.”

She sat in the leather chair across from his desk.

“Why are you nervous?”

“You can’t feel it?”

He shook his head.

“The whole campus feels heavier. Quieter. Like it’s just waiting for something else to go wrong.” She glanced up at him, forehead creased in the middle. “I know you weren’t here last year when it happened, but students get here in four days. They haven’t been here since…” She tugged on her earlobe. “I just want this year to be okay.”

“It will be.” It was what she needed to hear. As a man who’d spent the last decade lying, Isaac knew how to read other people. He sat up straight in his chair because his advice mixed with his overall bearing usually made people listen. “I’m serious, Cleo.”

“I know.” She smiled. “Thanks, Dr. Twain.”

He stood when she stood. “Hey, I meant to ask you a favor.”

“Anything!”

“You update the English Department website, right?”

Her blue eyes went to the sky. “I know it’s super basic and boring, but that’s really all I have time to design.”

“No, it’s not that.” He put his hands in his pockets and tried not to look as suspicious as he felt. “I was wondering if you could not add me to the website as a new faculty member? Could you leave my name off?”

She squinted. “Are you in witness protection?”

“I just don’t like having an online presence.”

“Oh. Sure, no biggie.” She winked. “I understand the Man is watching.”

“Right. Thanks, Cleo. I really appreciate it.” His shoulders ached. He dropped them when he realized they hovered up near his ears.

Behind them, the hallway erupted in voices. Isaac followed Cleo to the door and saw a bunch of faculty—some from the English Department party and others Isaac had yet to meet. In the center was John with Tommy at his side, standing close like a secret service agent.

Cleo shrieked. “John!”

She rushed into his arms, almost knocking him over, and John laughed into her hair. They shared a few quiet words, but Isaac had more important things to do: namely, plan a semester. He backed into his office but not before his new boss—and new head of the English Department—Sonya Meeks appeared, all her long, brown hair pulled back in a severe bun that tugged on the sides of her eyes. She put her hand on John’s shoulder and said, loud enough for everyone to hear, “Let’s have a chat in my office.”

Isaac closed his door and continued to ignore the phone in his desk that now vibrated with ominous frequency. It was too late to look back. If only he knew which way to move forward.

 

HE SKIMMED THE reading list for his slathering of composition courses when someone knocked on the door. Prepping for a new semester at a new school was going to be more work than Isaac remembered. Then again, he hadn’t been the new guy in years.

“Come in.”

Isaac looked up, and John leaned against the doorframe. “You look like you swallowed a frog,” he said.

Isaac rubbed his forehead. “I think I forgot how to teach.”

John pursed his lips together. “I relate.”

“Doubtful.”

He walked into the room, practically bouncing on his toes, and glanced at Isaac’s as yet unhung stack of diplomas. “I’ll tell you a secret. I’m a way better writer than professor.”

“So why do you teach?”

“Oh, you know, shaping young minds.” He rested his hands on Isaac’s desk. “Let’s get a drink—you, me, and Tommy. Joe’s Pub. It’s where all the cool teachers go.”

Isaac considered his own tucked-in polo shirt, khaki pants, and boat shoes—throwbacks from living in Charleston. “I’m not cool.”

“Come on.”

“I can’t.”

“You can.”

“John, I—”

Tommy shoved his head in the door. He wore glasses that day: thick, black rims that detracted from his frat-boy appearance but not enough to make him look “academic.” He grinned. “So are we doing shots?”

When John smiled, his face looked even younger. Isaac bet he never needed to shave.

“Guys, I really need to work.”

“You need to drink,” Tommy said. “We’ll celebrate you joining this sinking ship.”

Isaac looked up. “Is it sinking?”

John plucked a book from the shelf, thumbed through it, and put it back.

When they both just stood there silently, Isaac sighed. There was no avoiding it; these guys looked willing to linger the afternoon away in his office. “Fine. First round’s on me.”

Tommy clapped.

The late afternoon Ohio heat felt pleasant against Isaac’s throat and forearms, unlike the stifling humidity of the South. Tommy complained and wiped sweat from his brow, but John didn’t say anything. When they passed the altar on College Green, he paused.

This was no altar built in June, back when the shooting had happened. It may have started then, pictures stacked, candles lit, but someone kept it in perfect order. Someone kept it free of scattered leaves, picked up candles that had fallen over, and replaced weatherworn photos of the dead with new ones.

John lurched forward and grabbed a fuzzy picture from the pile. Isaac had just enough time to see the words “Hambden hero” before John tore the picture to shreds, black-and-white paper falling like leaves on the sidewalk. No one spoke. They just kept walking, John in front, although Tommy did throw Isaac a sympathetic shrug as if to say “What can you do?”

Isaac felt like he’d missed the big twist in a horror movie, but since silence ruled, he didn’t dare break it. There was a jerky anger to the way John moved now, and Isaac was in no state to be on the receiving end of a tantrum.

Lothos, Ohio, was a town of unchanging aesthetics. Tall, brick buildings covered Hambden’s campus, and sprawling, green trees stretched even higher. The downtown main drag—a long strip of bars and restaurants—was Union Street, and it mimicked the university. Red bricks paved the crooked road.

They made their way past the door to Isaac’s small apartment and turned left onto a street Isaac had yet to traverse. A block up, Tommy held the door to a bar, and John spun and moonwalked inside.

Isaac choked on what felt suspiciously like a giggle. “Did he just…?”

“Yeah, he does that,” Tommy said. “Him and Cleo took dance lessons together a couple years back, and John realized his natural affinity for eighties breakdance.” He pushed Isaac inside the bar.

Once through the door, a cloud of darkness and stale beer made Isaac’s skin feel sticky. Wooden booths lined the wall to the right with pool and dartboards in the back. There was no one inside but a bartender whose face lit when he saw who’d just walked in.

“John!” he shouted—a hefty man with tattoos that crept and curled from the arms of his T-shirt.

When John reached to shake his hand, the bartender pulled him into a hug and dragged him halfway across the bar. Isaac was beginning to notice people liked picking John up, maybe because he was skinny like a rag doll. Maybe because he looked like he needed protecting.

“What’s your poison today, boys?” the bartender asked.

John glanced at Isaac, already reaching for the wallet in the back of his pants. “Isaac?”

“I told you I’d get the first round.”

John lifted his hands. “Your pleasure’s my pleasure.”

Isaac’s face warmed. Those strange words coming from John should not have made him blush. “Uh, Knob Creek. Guys?”

“Nice choice, but it’s a little early in the day for bourbon. IPAs for Tommy and me,” John said. “Whatever you have on tap.”

When Isaac went to pay, the bartender turned him down and nodded toward his coworkers. “Everything’s free for our hero.”

Isaac wanted to ask but didn’t for fear of shattering their bit of midafternoon revelry.

They slid into a booth, Tommy and John sitting on one side and Isaac on the other. He was careful where he put his elbows since the tabletop doubled as a chalkboard, featuring pictures of penises, irate cuss words, and one phone number.

“Let’s do the pissing contest,” Tommy said.

“I’m sorry?”

John smiled. “Where’d you go to school?”

“Oh, uh.” Isaac rattled it off like the answer to a math equation: “Vanderbilt, Auburn, and Baylor for my doctorate.”

“Where’s your Southern drawl?” Tommy took a gulp of beer that emptied half his glass.

“They beat it out of us when I got my teaching degree.” He watched John laugh and looked away when he realized how much he liked watching John laugh. “What about you two?”

John put his hand to his chest. “Wisconsin for the Halloween party and to be close to my needy parents.”

“Mama’s boy.”

John shrugged. “Then here for my master’s.”

“And I went to the illustrious Ohio State University,” Tommy said.

John made a gagging sound, while Tommy puffed out his chest.

“Undergrad and master’s!”

“God, you’re so twisted.” John finished his beer like he was trying to set a record.

“Get over yourself, you rabid badger.”

John’s lips curled up on one side. “Your mascot is a fucking seed.”

Although Isaac had no idea what they talked about, the dynamic duo entertained through attitude alone.

Tommy rolled his eyes and pointed at John’s beer. “Another round?”

“Yeah, get out of here, you filthy Buckeye.” Once he was gone, John reached for a piece of chalk and drew the sun.

“How long have you two known each other?”

“Uhh…” John looked to be sifting through numbers in his head. “Five? Five years? That’s when Tommy started working here.”

“And you’ve been here even longer.”

“It’s my home.”

“Not Wisconsin?”

John looked away, fingers tap-tapping on the chalkboard table.

Isaac knew pretty much nothing about John, so in a desperate attempt at small talk, he went for the obvious. “Tell me about your books.”

John turned his head back toward Isaac, lips pressed together. A dark-brown curl hung between his eyes, but he didn’t move to brush it away. “I’m a raging homo, so growing up in small-town Wisconsin wasn’t the easiest.”

John’s word choice almost made Isaac snort bourbon. “Um.”

John winced but didn’t look guilty at all. “Oh, right, I’m a college professor, so I should be PC. I’m gay. Anyway, my family’s great, but there’s a lot of ‘Church Ladies’ up in Wisconsin. I write young adult stories that I hope help LGBTQ kids.”

“I’m sure they do.” Isaac stopped talking when he realized he merely placated. It had been so long since he’d had an honest conversation with anyone, he barely remembered how.

John leaned forward, one elbow in the middle of a note that read “Think.” With his nearness came the smell of something, maybe cologne—earthy, spicy. “Do you write?”

“To be honest, not very well. I’d rather be reading than writing. I don’t have much to say lately. Or maybe too much to say.” Isaac now tapped nervously on the table. “I don’t know.”

The clatter of beer mugs announced Tommy’s return. “Jesus, you two look like mournful gargoyles back here. Are we discussing the political climate or something?”

John laughed into his beer. “God, no. Anything but that.”


Chapter Three

THE STEPS LEADING up to Isaac’s apartment smelled of stomach contents. After another long day of prep, Isaac unlocked the door. Inside were a single couch, a heavy coffee table, and a few unpacked boxes. Isaac’s bedroom had a twin bed and a closet with his clothes. There were no decorative items, and the only thing he’d bought so far for the kitchen had been a coffee machine. His empty apartment was a reminder of all he’d lost, so Isaac put on his running shoes and ran as soon as the sun went down.

Since moving to Lothos, he’d followed that identical pattern: work all day, run all night, and pretend to sleep. Luckily, prepping for classes kept his mind busy—although his phone still vibrated, unanswered, in desk drawers and coat pockets. When he fled Charleston, Isaac could have changed his number, bought a new phone, but he hadn’t. Even if he never responded, he liked the familiarity of being called bad names—reminders of what he’d done to the people he once loved. Plus, it kept him abreast of Simon’s wrath and if he might possibly find Isaac someday.

Into the warm night he went, a phantom hiding from light. He liked the ache of a good workout since it made him feel something, so he welcomed the steep hills of Southern Ohio and sprinted until muscles burned. It was coincidence that he ended up on College Green, but once there, it was hard to ignore the gold-glowing crowd.

How had he missed this? Surely, there had been an email, a flyer, something about a candlelight vigil. Isaac crept closer but drew back when he recognized familiar faces. He hid behind a tree, fearing they might shun his ignorance—his otherness. He wasn’t one of them, and although he so far felt welcome, he would never be among those strangled by Hambden’s collective tragedy. Isaac hung back in the shadows, covered in sweat, like an unwelcome interloper.

Twenty feet away, John stood near the front of the crowd, his arm around a crying Cleo. They were easy to spot, with Cleo’s flaming red hair, John’s pale skin and angular face. A group of close to fifty people stood beside Ellis Hall with their candles. A few students told stories with shaky voices. A tiny girl with long, black hair talked about her friend, Demi, “lost forever.” The mention of Demi made Cleo hold John tighter. Alone, Isaac watched and waited until people started to vacate the area. Then, he ran home.

Dripping sweat onto the cheap linoleum, he chugged a bottle of water before sitting in front of his computer. Now desperately curious, he searched “Hambden University shooting.” There were plenty of articles, some news stories. Most, though, were opinion articles about mental health and gun control, spouting the usual liberal versus conservative arguments he’d grown tired of after years of school shootings and no change.

Then, the headline, “Hero Teacher Tried to Talk Gunman Down.” He clicked on the link, and there was a picture of John, Tommy right behind him, as always, both ducking away from what looked like a frenzy of media outside the tall white columns of Ellis Hall.

According to the article, the morning of June 6, creative writing student Chris Frank brought a .22 pistol to campus and started shooting. A couple quotes claimed he’d been “the all-American boy.” No one could have expected him to shoot Dr. Abby Blake in the head and then keep shooting, shooting. Four more names of the dead: Dan Palmer, Russ Queensbrook, Demi Snyder, and Andrea Wilson. Then, there was John—John who, apparently, stood up in the midst of the shooting and stared Chris Frank in the face. John who, based on a grainy photo probably taken on a cell phone, had stood there, hands raised, when Chris pressed a gun to his neck.

“Jesus.” Isaac wondered at the steel resolve it must have taken to just stand there and wait to catch a bullet. No way could Isaac have done that, no matter how dark his recent days. Isaac didn’t want to die; did John? Were heroes people with death wishes? Did they want glory? Or did heroes possess some instinct to save other people that the majority of humanity lacked?

Whatever the reason, John Conlon hadn’t died that day in June. No, instead of shooting John, Chris Frank had taken his own life. The horror had ended in little more than two minutes: two minutes that echoed and replayed across College Green over and over for everyone who’d been there.

The media had called John a hero: “the Hambden hero.” In an interview, though, he’d crushed all their hopes of making him America’s darling. He’d said, “If I was really a hero, six people wouldn’t be fucking dead.” How disappointing for the journalists. Looking at John—the grown man with an angel face—they’d probably thought they’d struck gold. They finally had a handsome hero. They could plaster his face everywhere, take the focus off the gun control debate, have a real story, and even better: John was gay! Minorities rejoice! Instead, he’d ducked their inquiries and sneered at the word “hero.”

John didn’t look like a hero. He looked like a college kid trying on adult clothes. He was too skinny and his hair too messy. His presence exuded an enigmatic mix of liveliness and quiet melancholy. Isaac couldn’t picture John’s delicate hands grabbing for a gun. He couldn’t picture John’s frail form tackling anybody. In fact, John Conlon seemed the more likely sort to end up shot. But he’d lived. He’d stood up to a shooter, talked to him, and the shooter had gone down.

Isaac hesitated before clicking the video. He hated feeding into the horror, but…

Warning: Graphic Content.

He could tell, by the angle, this was from where all the still images of John and Chris had been pulled. This was the shaky cell phone video taken by some terrified coed. He heard the harried breath, the quiet whimpers. In front of the camera, Chris walked around, shouting, gun in his hand. Nothing about him said murderer.

Then, John.

John went from holding the bleeding, broken body of a young woman to standing, his hands red. He held those blood-soaked hands out to Chris Frank and spoke, quietly. Impossible to miss Tommy in the background, holding Cleo, watching as his best friend was about to be destroyed. Gun now pressed to the center of John’s neck, he kept talking until, suddenly, Chris put the gun to his own head and pulled the trigger. Everyone screamed, but John just stood there, staring at the corpse at his feet.

Isaac paused the video on John. Dark curls covered his face, and Isaac wanted to go back in time, brush the hair away, and wrap John in a hug. He wanted to look into John’s green eyes and simultaneously yell “thank you” and “I am so angry with you.” He at least wanted to wash the blood from John’s hands.

It was no wonder they’d lost faculty, no wonder they couldn’t find candidates to hire. Who would want to walk over old bloodstains? Who would want to remember the crack of gunfire across College Green? Isaac hadn’t even been there, but he still felt sick. Hambden University was indeed haunted, but for Isaac, it was the perfect place to hide.
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