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    For Marie

      

    


Honey-pie don’t you die

Cause I don’t know what to do without you

Now’s the time

Make up your mind

I don’t know how to live without you

I’ve spent this evening

Watching you leaving

Going to places I’ve never dreamed of being

How I’d love to understand this feeling

But I’m scared cause I know

There’d be no retrieving me

(Tag/SACK)
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Chapter One
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The rain in this godforsaken Midwestern city had a personality all its own—petulant, indecisive, and with a knack for turning up just when you thought you could get away with not carrying an umbrella. It wasn't the glamorous downpour of a movie romance, where lovers kiss under it and emerge looking artfully tousled. No, this was the sort of rain that seeped into your socks within thirty seconds, turned your collar into a soggy napkin that clung to your neck like a disappointed lover, and made you question every life choice that had led you to still be living in a place where the weather seemed personally invested in your misery. Alex hunched his shoulders against it, trudging down the cracked sidewalks of downtown, where the historical buildings loomed like forgotten uncles at a family reunion—once impressive with their ornate cornices and proud brickwork, now just a bit sad, streaked with grime, and in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint that nobody could afford because the tax base had fled to the suburbs decades ago.

The city had been an industrial juggernaut back in the day, belching smoke from factories that churned out auto parts, steel girders, and the kind of middle-class prosperity that let families buy houses with actual yards instead of postage-stamp balconies. Now it was a satirical postcard of American decline: the old mills repurposed into “creative live-work spaces” for tech startups that sold subscription boxes of artisanal beard oil, the lakefront promenade lined with craft breweries serving IPAs named things like “Hollow Dreams Pale Ale” and “Regret Stout,” and yoga studios promising “mindful movement” in rooms that smelled faintly of old machine oil and patchouli desperation. Uptown, where Alex spent his weekdays, the glass towers rose like arrogant middle fingers to the past—reflective surfaces that threw the gray sky back at you, as if to say, Look how shiny we are compared to the rust below. He wrote code for corporate wellness apps—software that tracked your steps, your heart rate, your sleep patterns, and then gently shamed you into buying premium features with push notifications that read like passive-aggressive texts from an ex. Because nothing screams “meaningful existence” like an algorithm telling you you’re not walking enough while you sit in ergonomic misery eating vending-machine chips that taste like disappointment and regret in equal measure.

At forty, Alex was a perfect product of this half-life. Rounder than the silhouette he remembered from high school photos (the ones where he still had a jawline that could cut glass instead of just butter), his auburn hair perpetually on end as if it had been styled by static electricity and bad decisions, stubble that hovered somewhere between “rugged” and “I’ve given up pretending,” and eyes that carried the faint glaze of someone who spent too much time staring at screens instead of the world. Single again, after Rita had finally packed her sensible cardigans, her neatly labeled spice jars, and her patience, leaving with a note that read like corporate feedback: “Areas for improvement: emotional availability, initiative, general engagement with reality.” He could still hear her voice in his head sometimes—mostly late at night, when the apartment felt too quiet and the factory ghosts creaked in the walls like they were judging him for not having fixed the leaky faucet yet. And speaking of bad habits he couldn’t quit (or perhaps didn’t want to), he patted the damp pocket of his coat for his Marlboros, the pack slightly swollen from the humidity but still loyal, still promising a brief moment of clarity in exchange for a few years off the back end.

He’d been at his desk that morning, scrolling through a cascade of error logs that mocked him in red text like disappointed report cards, when Lucy’s message arrived like a cold hand on the back of the neck: “Chris passed this morning. Quiet. Thought you’d want to know.” No exclamation points. No crying emojis. Just the brutal economy of grief, delivered with the efficiency of someone who had already cried all the tears she had left. Chris—the eternal golden boy of their crew, the one who’d swaggered through high school corridors like he owned them, a perfect blend of effortless charm and devil-may-care cool—gone at forty from the very habit they’d all laughed about back then. He’d smoked like it was performance art, flicking ash with theatrical flair while orchestrating pranks that left teachers red-faced and classmates in hysterics: the time he swapped the principal’s coffee with decaf for a whole week, or when he convinced half the senior class that the cafeteria was serving “mystery loaf surprise” as a new health initiative. Alex felt the pang hit low in his chest—not just loss, but a sudden, vertiginous recognition: If it could take him, the invincible one, the guy who always landed on his feet with a grin and a quip... what chance do the rest of us clowns have?

The boarding house came back to him in sharp, uninvited flashes, vivid enough to make his throat tighten. It had belonged to Chris’ grandma— a rambling Victorian on the edge of town, smelling of mothballs, cinnamon toast fresh from the oven, and the faint metallic tang of the nearby lake that drifted in on windy days. Chris’ diplomat parents had deposited him there like an unwanted parcel before disappearing into some South American black hole, never to return; the postcards stopped after year two, the phone calls after year three. The place had become a makeshift family for strays: Alex and his on-again-off-again parents who treated the house like a hotel between their own chaotic moves, Bob and his perpetually cheerful but perpetually broke folks who laughed too loud at everything, Xander and his widowed father who worked graveyard shifts at the last remaining mill and came home smelling of grease and quiet defeat. They’d all shared bathrooms with cracked porcelain, secrets whispered under blankets during sleepovers in the attic, and the kind of teenage invincibility that made death seem like a plot device in someone else’s bad movie.

High school had been their golden era—summers diving off the old piers into the lake until their lips turned blue, winters sneaking smokes behind the gym where the wind cut like a knife but the laughter kept them warm, Chris always at the center, pulling them into adventures that felt epic at the time and ridiculous in retrospect: the night they “borrowed” the school mascot costume and ran around downtown honking like geese, or the time Chris convinced them all to skip finals to go fishing, claiming “real education happens on the water.” Alex could still picture the photographs they’d taken with cheap disposable cameras—grainy shots of them sprawled on the grass, Chris in the middle with his arm around everyone, cigarette dangling, grin wide enough to eclipse the sun. Now those same images felt like accusations.

Alex paused under the awning of what used to be a five-and-dime, now a thrift shop selling vinyl records nobody spun anymore, vintage typewriters nobody used, and T-shirts printed with slogans so ironic they looped back around to earnest sincerity. He fumbled for his lighter, cursing as the wind snuffed the flame again and again like a cosmic prankster. “Come on, you traitorous little bastard,” he muttered, cupping his hand like a man protecting a dying ember of hope. On the sixth attempt it caught, and he drew the smoke deep, letting it burn away the immediate edge of the morning. Midlife crisis starter pack, he thought bitterly. Includes one dead childhood friend, existential nausea, complimentary lung tar, and a free side of nostalgia that tastes like ash. Batteries not included.

He kept walking toward the square, boots splashing through shallow puddles that reflected the low sky like cracked mirrors showing him a version of himself he didn’t particularly like—older, softer, more resigned. The lake was visible now at the end of the street—gray, restless, slapping against the rotting piers where they used to dare each other to jump in October, screaming as the cold shocked their lungs. The square itself was a faded civic joke: a bandstand from the 1920s with peeling green paint and a sagging roof, benches carved with decades of initials and crude drawings (“J + M 4eva” next to a poorly rendered penis), a fountain that spat water in irregular bursts like an asthmatic uncle trying to clear his throat at Thanksgiving. Even on a rainy Saturday, Daniel was there—reliable as rust, as inevitable as the potholes that reappeared every spring.

Alex had seen him over the years, busking under the leaky roof of the bandstand, guitar case open for spare change. They’d never spoken—just polite nods of recognition across the square, the kind of acknowledgment that said “I see you, I remember you, but we’re not going to do anything about it.” Daniel had always been there, strumming away, looking like he belonged to the place more than the place belonged to him. Today, though, the pull was different. Stronger. Chris was gone, and Daniel was the one Alex suddenly needed to tell. Not because they were close—they hadn’t been, not really, in years—but because Daniel had always been the quiet center of their group, the one who listened when everyone else talked over each other. And because, in some unspoken way, Daniel had always understood loss better than the rest of them.

The former cop turned street musician sat on an overturned milk crate in his usual spot, acoustic guitar across his knee, fingers moving over the strings with the absent precision of someone who’d long ago stopped expecting applause or even recognition. Daniel had weathered more than most. Still quiet, still the guy who could vanish into a crowd until he chose to surface with a perfectly timed prank—swapping sugar for salt in the teachers’ lounge so the math teacher spat out her coffee mid-equation, or rigging the PA system to play polka during morning announcements until the vice principal nearly had an aneurysm. After graduation he’d joined the police force, walking the same downtown streets he now played music on, dealing with the endless parade of human failure that made optimism feel like a luxury item nobody could afford. A few years ago he’d quit—handed in the badge, picked up the guitar again, and started busking for whatever change landed in his battered guitar case. “Simpler,” he’d told people with a shrug. Alex suspected it was closer to exhaustion, or maybe something deeper.

Daniel looked up as Alex approached, finished the soft chord he’d been playing, and set the guitar aside. Rain dripped from the brim of his hat onto the weathered wood in slow, deliberate plops. He was better looking than Alex remembered—sandy blond hair longer now, curling at the collar, a lean physique that spoke of runs along the lake path rather than desk life, dressed in a faded denim jacket over a worn flannel shirt, a beaded bracelet on one wrist, boots scuffed but clean. Bohemian, almost, in a way that clashed quietly with the sharp lines of his face and the steady hands that had once held a badge. He looked like someone who’d chosen to live outside the lines without making a show of it. 

He crossed his legs and cocked his head to the side, like a stray dog examining something odd or enigmatic. As if Alex was a puzzle he needed to solve, then he broke into a grin and revealed his perfectly white teeth.

“Alex,” Daniel said, voice low and rough from singing. “Been a while.”

“Yeah,” Alex replied, stepping under the shelter and shaking water from his sleeves like a wet dog. “Too long.”

Daniel studied him for a beat, then gestured to the milk crate beside him. “Sit. You look like you’ve been swimming in the lake fully clothed and then rolled in regret.”

“Feel like it,” Alex said, stepping under the shelter and shaking water from his sleeves like a wet dog. “This rain’s got a personal grudge. Probably revenge for all those times we skipped last period to smoke by the docks, pretending we were poets or revolutionaries or whatever teenage bullshit we told ourselves to feel important.”

Daniel gave a small, dry laugh that carried echoes of their shared past. “Revolutionaries with wet socks and cheap cigarettes. Remember the boarding house? Chris’ grandma’s place—smelled like old books and whatever she was baking to keep the boarders from complaining about the drafty windows. You stuck there with your folks. Chris always acting like he ran the joint, charming the old ladies into extra cookies and the cranky ones into smiles. Bob tripping over the hall rug every single morning like it was his personal nemesis, then laughing it off. Xander worrying we’d all die of carbon monoxide poisoning from the ancient furnace or that the roof would cave in during the next storm. Good times, in that messy, stupid way.”

Alex leaned against a post, the cold metal biting through his coat. “Yeah. Peak existence. Chris leading the charge—organizing those epic backyard capture-the-flag games that turned into full-street chaos, complete with flashlights and fake blood from corn syrup and food coloring. You were always the one keeping us from actual arrest, talking down the neighbors when they called the cops. Quiet, steady. Back when you dated Emily. She was so smart, always had a plan. Unlike the rest of us. I never understood what went wrong there?”

“Ambition gap,” Daniel said simply, plucking an idle string that hummed in the damp air like a question mark. “She wanted the ladder—college, law school, corner office, the whole scripted success story. I wanted... I don’t know. Something quieter, maybe. Less performance. Joined the force after graduation because it seemed like something real. Thought I could fix things. Lock up the predators, help the victims, make the streets safer for kids like we used to be. Noble, right? Turns out the streets don’t want fixing. They just keep bleeding the same way, year after year. Saw kids I’d gone to school with turning into the same drunks and dealers I was collaring. Rich folks buying their way out of DUIs while preaching family values on Sunday. The whole system a rigged carnival game—house always wins, and the clowns get paid peanuts. One day I looked in the mirror after a shift that ended with a kid bleeding out on the pavement and thought, ‘If I’m not even asking what this is all for, what the hell am I doing?’ Burned out. Quit. Started playing again. Now I sit here, strum tunes, take what people throw in the hat. No pretending it’s noble. Just honest. No more costumes. We tried again once, a few years back. Coffee, long talks, same old questions. But she’d built a life that didn’t have room for someone who’d rather play guitar on a street corner than climb the corporate ladder, any kind of incline to be precise. We both knew it wouldn’t stick. Haven’t talked much since.”

Alex lit another cigarette, offering the pack out of old habit. Daniel shook his head. “Gave them up. Voice doesn’t like them. Neither does breathing, apparently.” 

Alex exhaled smoke into the mist, watching it dissolve. “Chris never gave anything up. Smoked like it was oxygen. Lived like tomorrow was somebody else’s problem. And now... he’s gone. The pancreatic cancer got him. Lucy texted this morning. Said he passed quietly.” Like ‘quiet’ somehow softens the fact that the guy who could fill a room with laughter is just... gone.”

Daniel’s face changed—shock first, then something deeper, a slow crumple around the eyes. He set the guitar down carefully, as if it might break. His jaw tightened, eyes fixed on the rain-swept square where a lone jogger in neon gear splashed past, probably tracking every step on an app Alex himself had helped code. “Damn. Chris was the pulse, wasn’t he? Always moving, always laughing, always pulling us along whether we wanted to go or not. On-again, off-again with Lucy for years—fighting like cats and dogs one week, inseparable the next—but they finally stuck the landing at the end. Forty, though. That’s not an ending. That’s theft. Robs us of the chance to see what came next.”

Alex stared at the gray lake beyond the buildings, its surface pocked with raindrops like tiny accusations. “Makes you wonder what any of it’s for. I code apps that nag people about their step count—like that’s the secret to happiness, counting footsteps while the real miles slip by unnoticed. Forty years, and I’ve got an apartment in a dead factory that smells like old grease and bad choices, an ex who left because I couldn’t be bothered to show up emotionally, and now this hole where Chris used to be. Feels like looking at old snapshots—us as kids, grinning in the sun on the pier, no idea the darkness is waiting at the top of the stairs, patient and inevitable.”

Daniel nodded slowly, fingers tracing the guitar neck as if reading Braille. “Those snapshots lie to us. They make you miss a time when questions didn’t matter because life felt endless, when the future was just more summers and more stupid dares. But losing someone like him—it forces the questions whether you want them or not. I’ve thought about it a lot since I left the badge. The worst thing isn’t dying. It’s drifting through without ever stopping to ask what you’re doing here. If you don’t examine your own life—your choices, your routines, the stories you tell yourself to get through the day—you’re not really living. You’re just reacting. Sleepwalking through shifts, through relationships, through decades. I saw it every day on the job: people stumbling into the same traps, never pausing to wonder why they keep choosing the same dead-end street. That’s why I walked away. Chose this instead. Simple songs. Real faces, even if they only stop for thirty seconds. Moments that actually mean something because they’re honest—no script, no badge, no illusion that I’m saving the world one arrest at a time.”

Alex took a long drag, the smoke curling like regret in the damp air. “So you’re saying the point—if there is one—is to keep asking? Poke holes in everything you thought was solid? Admit you don’t have the answers and probably never will?”

“Exactly. Start by knowing you’re ignorant—that’s the only place anything real can begin. Question the illusions we all buy into: Why chase money if it leaves you empty at the end of the month? Why cling to youth when time doesn’t negotiate or offer extensions? Why pretend the system cares about you when it demonstrably doesn’t give a damn? I used to think the badge gave me purpose, made me matter. Turns out it was just another costume, another way to avoid looking too hard at myself. Now I play music that brushes against the edges—the fragility of it all, the loss that’s always waiting, the quiet moments when you realize everything ends and the only thing you can do is face it without lying to yourself.”

They sat in silence for several long minutes, rain drumming a steady, almost comforting rhythm on the tin roof above them. Daniel’s fingers moved over the strings again, coaxing out a gentle, wistful melody—hints of childhood summers fading into memory, soft goodnights said to parents who wouldn’t be there forever, unanswered questions about the end that hangs over every beginning like a patient shadow. The tune carried no bombast, no grand crescendo, just a tender acknowledgment: the photographs of joy now tinged with absence, the innocence that couldn’t last, the quiet salute to what once was bright and is now gone forever.

“You ever miss it?” Alex asked finally, voice low. “The force. The structure. The feeling—even if it was fake—that you mattered in some measurable way.”

“Sometimes,” Daniel admitted. “The illusion of control. The paycheck that arrived on time. The sense that I was part of something bigger. But no—this is better. Forces me to know myself without the uniform to hide behind. Strip away the noise and the excuses. That’s the only thing that lasts: the quiet look inward, the willingness to ask the hard questions even when the answers hurt. Without it, you’re just another ghost haunting your own life, going through motions until the motions stop.”

Alex stubbed out the cigarette, watching the ember hiss and die in a puddle like a small, final punctuation. The questions Daniel had planted churned inside him—uncomfortable, insistent, alive in a way nothing had felt alive for years. He didn’t have answers. He barely had coherent questions yet. But the numbness that had settled over the last decade like sediment felt cracked open, letting something raw and unsteady seep through.

The rain began to ease, shifting from downpour to a fine mist that hung in the air like a half-hearted apology from the sky. Daniel strummed another few bars, voice low and rough around the edges, carrying fragments of farewell and fragile memory across the empty square. Alex lingered a moment longer, coat heavy with water, mind heavier still with the weight of things unsaid and undone. Then he stepped out from under the bandstand, with a simple nod instead of a proper goodbye. No hug, no smile, just a melancholy shifting of muscles.

The city kept its satirical rhythm around him: a barista inside a glowing café frothing oat milk with mechanical cheer for yet another overpriced latte, a digital billboard flashing ads for anti-aging serums that promised to turn back time (spoiler: they didn’t, and the models were twenty-five anyway), teenagers in hoodies sprinting for a bus that was predictably late and would remain so until the heat death of the universe. Alex fished out one last cigarette, lit it on the first try this time. The flame held steady against the dying wind.

If life’s a long, damp, absurd joke, he thought with a crooked half-smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes, at least start asking who wrote the punchline—and why the hell we keep laughing.
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Chapter Two
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The rain had finally let up by the time Alex turned onto the familiar Maple Street in the old neighborhood, but the air still clung heavy with dampness, the kind that seeped into your bones and made every breath feel weighted, like inhaling through wet wool. The neighborhood was close enough to walk—ten minutes if he’d bothered, maybe twelve with the wind off the lake—but he’d driven instead. The bad weather was excuse enough; the truth was lazier. He liked the cocoon of the car, the radio low, the window cracked just enough to flick ash without getting soaked. He could smoke in here without anyone giving him side-eye, the cigarette smoke curling lazily toward the ceiling before he cracked the window wider to let it escape. Old habits, stubborn ones, the kind that felt like friends even when they weren’t. The pavement glistened under the weak afternoon light, slick and reflective, mirroring the overcast sky in shallow puddles that splashed under his tires. The neighborhood hadn't changed much since their high school days—same modest two-story houses with porches cluttered with faded lawn chairs and wilting potted plants, same maple trees lining the sidewalks, their leaves turning a muted gold and red, dropping in slow, reluctant spirals that crunched softly underfoot. The faint scent of wet earth and decaying foliage hung in the air, mixed with the distant tang of the lake, carried on a chill wind that rustled the branches overhead.

Chris’ grandmother's boarding house—no, Lucy and Chris’ house now, had been for years—stood at the end of the block, a rambling Victorian with a wide front porch wrapped in gingerbread trim painted a faded sage green that peeled in places like old scabs. The roof sagged slightly over the attic windows, and the steps creaked with the memory of countless feet—boarders coming and going, kids racing up and down in games of tag. They’d all called her Grandma, even though only Chris was actually related to her. She’d been Grandma to the whole stray pack of them: He remembered them as a rag-tag bunch of misfits, all with their own particular quirks. Alex with his interests in computers, his parents compensating for their unreliable presence in his life, and the house at large. Bob with clumsy ways who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere with his parents. Alex remembered them showing up on the porch, soaking wet from the Midwest torrential rain, suitcases in hand looking for a haven in a never-ending quagmire of expenses. Xander, who slept with his closet door open for fear of what might open it and sneak out if he wasn’t vigilant enough. Chris willingly shared his grandmother with them, for better or worse. She’d fed them cinnamon toast and oatmeal cookies, scolded them for tracking mud, and pretended not to notice the cigarettes they hid in the attic. She’d been the steady heartbeat of the house, the one who made them feel like they belonged somewhere. Alex parked a few houses down, engine ticking as it cooled, and sat there for a long minute, keys dangling from his fingers like forgotten promises. His coat was still damp from the morning's downpour, clinging to his shoulders with a cold, uncomfortable grip, and the faint smell of cigarette smoke lingered on his clothes, sharp and acrid against the fresh post-rain air.

He hadn’t been back here since the wedding three years ago—a small, intimate backyard ceremony under string lights that swayed gently in the evening breeze, casting flickering shadows across the grass. Chris had worn a rumpled linen suit, tie askew as always, and Lucy a simple white dress that caught the light like it was made of captured moonlight. Their erratic dance had finally resolved into something solid, almost defiant against the odds. It had felt like a reunion; Alex hadn’t seen most of the old gang in ages—some drifted off to other cities, others just faded into the background of adult life—and he surprised himself by getting up and making a toast. His voice had cracked a bit from nerves and nostalgia, but he’d managed to say something about how Chris had always been the one who made life look effortless, and Lucy the one brave enough to call him on his bullshit and love him anyway. They’d hugged, promised to stay in touch more often, clinked glasses with a clatter that echoed into the night. Then life intervened—jobs pulling in different directions, moves to new apartments, the gradual silences that crept in like fog—and those promises faded, just like the string lights after the party, unplugged and packed away.
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