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Author’s Note

To my darling Reader: What you are about to read is a work of fiction. If you or a loved one is battling depression, please know that help is available. You do not need to walk that path alone, and there’s no shame in feeling unwell. Speak with your doctor or have someone make arrangements on your behalf. You are worth it!

 


Chapter 1 - Empty Bottle

Two Years Ago - New York City

IT WAS BACK WITH A VENGEANCE; the parasitic demon strangling his rib cage and worming its way deeper and deeper into his very core, taking root. His face was awash with inconsolable grief. His body crumbled into a ball against the rough brick wall. He couldn’t win, no matter how hard he tried. He was so damn tired of fighting.

Despite the bright sunlight, eyes drowning in darkness are simply unable to experience anything brilliant. Entirely cut off and adrift miles away on a seething sea of worthlessness and pain, no kindness, sympathy, or love could reach him that would banish the storm and allow hope to shine within. A drowning man without a life preserver is a drowning man.

A warm, September afternoon breeze rattled the open screen slider, liberally inviting pesky insects into the apartment’s posh interior. Seven stories below, a swollen river of traffic crawled along the street while pedestrians, enjoying the continuation of hot weather, oozed along the sidewalks.

In the living room, ice cubes wilted in an empty glass on the coffee table next to the empty bottle of whiskey. He couldn’t remember how many drinks he’d consumed. All that had mattered was his acute desire to reach a state of numbness. Today, it hadn’t arrived. Next to the bottle, his cell phone held an unsent text message. Bunched at the far end of the couch, his suit jacket had played dart board to his set of keys.

Desperation to escape the demon residing within had put a series of events into motion. Whiskey courage had him wandering out onto his seventh-floor balcony. Grief left him balled up on the concrete floor against the building.

“I can’t do this anymore,” he whispered to the wind.

Eight Hours Earlier

Sam’s eyes fluttered open and he simply knew, even before his brain had fully kicked into gear, that despite a great night’s sleep he still wasn’t feeling well. “Crap,” he cursed as reality hit his waking brain. He’d really been hoping that a straight eight hours would do him some good.

He hopped in the shower, praying the heat would relax his tense muscles. It didn’t. Drying off with his towel, he scoured his medicine cabinet in the steamy bathroom but found nothing that might help. He focused on breathing exercises instead while he dressed and padded off to the kitchen for coffee.

It always started with something small; some crack in his happiness bubble that let the dark inside. The guilt and worry would exist along the curtained edge of his psyche, slowly pushing inward. Insecurity and dread would join them—a paranoid tango attempting to convince him that he should start running away, if only he knew from what.

He’d felt the crack form a couple of weeks ago when Anna had stumbled across his invitation to his parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary dinner, scheduled for this past Saturday. Before she’d found it, he’d been feeling great. Fantastic even. However, once the words had flowed past his lips, “You should come with me,” he’d known he was setting himself up for a crummy evening straight out of the How to Lose a Girl handbook. He’d already met her mother and step-father, the very amicable Patricia Westin and Karl Houghton. How could he go without her now that she knew?

The crack had formed and darkness had stirred.

It hadn’t been a huge surprise when the evening had turned out exactly as he’d worried it would with the girl running out of the party...her escape from him...from his world. If he could have easily fixed it… He had tried, but she now hated him and wouldn’t return his calls or texts. He’d been on the receiving end of silence since Saturday night. 

It felt like there had been a million seconds since that night, and with the passing of each one, the lingering internal darkness had grown, and the guilt and dread had refused to be quiet. He took another deep breath, hoping to banish them.

It was always a roller coaster of emotion. Up and down—this way and that; twisting through loops in the bright sunshine and speeding through unlit tunnels. Contentment sometimes stayed for a while. Happiness visited here and there. But melancholy was his most familiar companion. It chased away anything positive with sharp claws and dripping fangs, laying claim to his soul no matter his wishes. He’d had enough experience with anxiety and depression to have created a finely detailed vision of the parasitic demon that often came to call at the most inopportune times, and he recognized the symptoms of its possession. Heartache had a way of magnifying things. It wasn’t her fault. The demon pointed its finger at him. He was the reason it existed.

He was not much of a betting man, but if anyone ever thought to ask who he would put money on at the start of a new skirmish—himself or the monster…?

He shook his head, pouring a steaming mug. He had endured heartache before and survived.

In opening his apartment door to grab his paper, he found Jared sitting in the hall waiting for him. The seven-year-old was supposed to knock, but yesterday morning Sam had greeted his extra-early arrival still wrapped in his towel, fresh from the shower. He figured it had freaked the kid out. He plastered on a welcoming smile and flicked his head, inviting the young guy inside.

“Same menu as yesterday: Cheerios, instant oatmeal, or toast?”

“Oatmeal, please,” Jared replied, climbing onto his favorite stool at the wide, marble counter.

“How’s Mom?”

“Still sick,” the little blond shrugged.

Sam nodded and ripped open the package of instant breakfast, running some water from the tap into the bowl and stirring the mix. After popping it into the microwave, he poured a glass of milk and set it down in front of the child.

“Did you finish that math sheet last night?”

“Yeah,” Jared lied.

“Really? Where is it?”

“Um…in my backpack.” The young guy tried not to look down to the schoolbag at his feet.

“Let me see,” he requested while tending to the ding of the microwave and retrieving the steaming bowl of mush.

“Math is stupid anyway. I hate math,” Jared muttered as he slipped off the stool and zipped open his bag.

“You need math, my friend. How else will you know if your accountant is stealing your money?”

“I’m not gonna have an accountant.”

“Okay. How will you know if you’re paying the right amount at the store, or getting the right change?”

Jared pulled out the sheet and slapped it on the counter next to his bowl of oatmeal before sliding back up onto the stool. “I don’t know how to do it. They probably learned it last week when I wasn’t there.”

“I explained it to you last night.”

“I don’t get it.”

With coffee mug in hand, Sam slid onto the stool next to him. “Oh man, this is easy stuff. Shit, I wish I only had to do second grade math all day.” Or not get out of bed at all, he thought to himself.

“It’s not easy.” Jared shoveled a spoonful of oatmeal.

“Why didn’t you tell me last night you didn’t get it?”

The child shrugged.

Sam hoped he hadn’t been impatient when he’d stopped in to check on them. He’d been eager to retreat into the darkness of his condo. “You can bug me for help anytime, okay? Don’t worry about it. Where’s your pencil? We’ll get this done in like, five minutes.”

Jared sighed and slid off his stool again to rummage through his backpack.

Sam rolled into work at ten, slipping his suit jacket from his shoulders and draping it over a hanger dangling on the silver hook behind his office door. He took a deep breath. God, he hated being there. Every morning, as soon as he stepped through the glass doors leading into the expansive foyer downstairs, he felt a large part of himself park itself on the sidewalk outside where it would hang around waiting for him to exit the corporate machine at the end of the day. It was a beautiful building. He had a large, desirous office and a coveted position, but this place just sucked all his energy every single day. He simply didn’t possess a passion for helping others get rich. Feeling the demon lurking in the shadows within had him caring even less today.

Patting all his pockets, he searched for his cell phone. Crap! He’d left it on his kitchen counter in all the commotion of ushering Jared out the door. No wonder his drive to the office had been so quiet. He winced and his stomach dropped. What if Anna had finally sent a text in reply? Shit! He had a meeting to prep for; didn’t have time to run home to grab it.

Stepping behind his desk, he loosened his tie and flicked on his computer monitor. His desktop greeted him, waiting for his password.

Lisa popped her head through his partially opened door. “Jane is on line two for you.”

“Who?” he grunted, settling into his chair and entering the winning keystrokes that would unlock the system. His feet kicked his empty briefcase, and he nudged it farther away. He hadn’t used the darn thing to lug work home from the office in months now.

“Jane. Said she was calling you back about some business matter.”

“Do I know a Jane? Did you get a last name?” He launched the company’s database.

“Sorry. The way she asked for you, it sounded like you guys were cozy.”

“Like you wouldn’t know if I was cozy with someone named Jane,” he tried to scold playfully, shaking his head. “So not like you.” He hadn’t told her the truth about the fiasco at Saturday night’s dinner. As far as she knew, he was still seeing Anna.

His assistant shrugged innocently, pointing at her rounded belly as she slipped away.

“You can only use “pregnancy brain” as an excuse so many times, you know,” he called after her.

She quickly popped her head in once more. “Oh yeah, and I’m taking my lunch now, remember? Doctor’s appointment. Don’t be late for your meeting upstairs at eleven. There are some messages beside your phone. Oh, and your father is mad about something. Did you get my text message earlier? He was trying to reach you?”

“No. Forgot my phone.” He stared down at the printout of the presentation she’d left on his desk and then back up to her. “I’m going to need copies.”

“You’re a big boy,” she teased. “Copier is down the hall. I gotta go. Shit, I need to pee again first.”

“I don’t need all the details,” he smiled, waving her off.

“I’ll be back by one. Check your emails.”

Lisa had been his assistant for about three years now. She could be annoying as hell in her determination to document, schedule, label, and inquire about everything, but at the same time, she kept him organized and usually fiercely protected him against intrusions—especially when he had an important presentation only an hour away. He hadn’t been happy when he’d learned that she was expecting her first child, and now it felt like he was reminded daily that the calendar was counting down to the start of her maternity leave in three months. It had been hard enough a couple of years ago when she’d taken time off to get married and he’d been stuck wading through all the chaos with a temp. He wasn’t looking forward to her leaving for an entire year.

The demon inside stirred and he pushed the thought away, taking a couple of deep breaths, before slipping on his headset. He tapped the second line and poised his fingers over his keyboard, ready to punch the client’s name into a search of their database.

“Sam Wendt. Sorry for the wait,” he announced to the caller as he entered J-a-n-e. The cursor blinked, waiting for more.

“Hi, Sam. This is Jane Smith calling from D.P. Channing. Does my name or company ring any bells with you?”

Swift fingers entered the information. Neither Jane Smith nor D.P. Channing returned any results in his search. Certainly, a voice that sweet would stick out in his mind?

“I’m sorry, Jane. I seem to be having some technical issues today and my brain isn’t backing me up in connecting the dots for me.”

“That’s alright. Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t sure it would.”

He stared at his monitor and smiled. “You weren’t sure that my brain would be working today?”

“Oh, no…sorry. I mean, I wasn’t sure that my name or company would ring your bells. Oh damn, I mean that my name or company would ring…that you’d recognize the name.”

He tried not to laugh. The poor girl suddenly sounded so flustered. “How can I help you, Jane?”

The caller cleared her throat. “We’ve been doing some email marketing that may have hit your inbox. Do you have thirty seconds? I’ll tell you why I’m calling and then you can decide if it makes sense for us to talk?”

Shit. Lisa let a telemarketer get through. That didn’t usually happen. He leaned back in his chair and spun around to stare out the vast wall of windows overlooking the Manhattan skyline. She had a magnetic voice that washed across the frayed ends of his nerves. Soothing. Well suited for phone work, but a telemarketer just the same. He knew he should end the call. He had things to do, but instead he asked, “What is D.P. Channing?”

“An event organizer.”

He’d never heard someone say such a mundane thing with such a lyrical tone. Sly telemarketer, he reminded himself. “And how did you get my name?”

“You entered a draw to win a copy of Gary Nolan’s award-winning new book at the SIFMA conference back in February.” Her melodic voice had become tainted. He could tell she was reading a script. Her delivery of that line could use further rehearsal.

“I did? Did I win?”

“No, I’m sorry you didn’t win, but I am calling with good news.…”

He rolled his eyes. “I don’t cook very often anyway.”

“Pardon?”

“The draw for the book. It was for that Szechuan cookbook, right?”

“Um, no. It was to win a copy of Gary Nolan’s award-winning new book…”

“Oh, my bad. Nolan’s the chef with all the salad recipes? That’s alright. I already make a mean Caesar.”

“Uh, no.” She paused. “Gary Nolan spoke at the SIFMA conference back in February.”

“Really? I must have missed his presentation. What’s his book called?”

“The Prevention of Money Laundering and Other Financial Crimes.”

“No, not the name of the conference; the name of his book.”

“That is the name of his book.”

“He named his book after the conference?” Sam banged his head against the back of his chair. He’d never heard of the guy. “Who gave him an award for that?”

He heard papers rustling on the other end.

“I’m sorry, I’m not sure.”

“Not in your script, huh?” he smiled.

“Pardon?”

“Your script. The one you’re reading from when you call people.”

There was another pause before a cold wave crashed in his ear. “Thank you for your time. Jerk.”

He heard the call disconnect and then there was silence. He stared out his windows for several minutes before pulling off his headset and tossing it down beside his phone. Regret. Guilt. The demon stirred. He shouldn’t have given her a hard time. She had such a nice voice; was just doing her job trying to make it through the day like everyone else. He spun in place and tucked his chair closer to his desk, staring down at the pile of papers waiting for him.

The company president stood looming in his doorway; statuesque and confident. Sam wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there, but he didn’t look happy. Honestly, the man rarely ever did unless he was schmoozing clients. When with his staff, he commanded with the rigid determination of a Civil War colonel, often striking fear into the hearts of those on the receiving end of even his most tepid brashness.

“You’re fired!” his boss bellowed.

“Huh?”

“Fired! Pack up your shit and get out of my building.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I said fired, you fucking idiot.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d been called that. In fact, it was such an overused slur from the man’s mouth that it barely caused him to flinch. Everyone was “a fucking idiot” in that man’s eyes. He’d never been fired by him before though. He eyed the man carefully. Was this some kind of prank? Not that the man was prone to practical jokes or anything, but still… He stared his mentor in the face and noticed the burning, red anger lurking beneath his skin. He tried to peer over his shoulder to see if Lisa was still around. Her chair sat empty.

“That useless bitch is fired, too. Just ran into her in the elevator,” the man growled.

“Dad, what are you talking about?” Sam reached for the solid surface of his large wooden desk, looking for some grounding. He pressed his shoes firmly into the carpet beneath his feet and took a deep breath, hoping to brace his rattled nerves. It didn’t help. This didn’t feel like a joke or a prank. His father was sincerely pissed.

“You had one fucking thing to do this morning. One fucking thing and you screwed it up, and now I have to explain to Harvey why my idiot son cost him 4.2 million.”

Sam tried to make sense of what his father was saying, but nothing clicked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have anything for anyone named Harvey.” He quickly rifled through the messages Lisa had left beside his phone. Nothing for a Harvey.

“That’s because you didn’t come to dinner last night,” he shouted, failing to care if the whole floor heard. “If you’d come to dinner, like I’d requested, then you’d know about the deal. If you read your fucking emails, you’d know about the deal. If you answered your god damn phone first thing in the morning, you’d know about the deal, and you would have been here first thing to take care of it instead of rolling in at god damn ten in the morning! You’re a fucking screw up. If you can’t give a shit about this company, then this company won’t give a shit about you. There’s a line of guys out on the floor who’d kill to have your job. It’s time to give one of them a chance so clear out your shit, turn in your keys and ID and…” He waved his hand to include whatever other crap a terminated employee might need to leave behind. “Accounting will mail your final paycheck.”

“Dad! I don’t know what this is about, but you can’t fire me.”

“I just did.” He turned on his heels.

“And you can’t fire Lisa. Whatever this is, it has nothing to do with her. She’s pregnant, for Christ’s sake!” It felt like payback for their very public argument Saturday night. “Dad!”

His father paused in the doorway, turning to face him again.

“I didn’t know about the Harvey deal. I’ll find him another one.”

“Not while working for me.”

“Don’t fire Lisa. She tried to reach me earlier, but I forgot my phone.”

“That’s your problem, Sam. If you cared more about your family and this business than keeping your dick happy with the latest gold digger trying to weasel her way into your wallet, then you would’ve been here on time, and we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

“Anna isn’t a gold digger,” he said for what felt like the hundredth time since the whole thing exploded Saturday night. He grated his teeth. “I’ve been helping my neighbor. Sarah. Remember her? You met her once. Her kid…”

“Don’t care,” he dismissed. “Doesn’t change a thing. You screwed up. You’re fired. I don’t have anything else to say on the matter.”

“You don’t care that I’ve been helping a sick neighbor? Because making your new “golfing buddy” some money is more important than helping someone in need?”

His father slammed his fist against the door and raised the volume. “Harvey was in need. Our business was in need. And you screwed that up!”

“I had to drop the kid off at school this morning because his mom is sick. I got cornered by the principal; that’s why I didn’t get here till ten.” His father wasn’t listening. He was too pissed. “Forget it,” Sam shrugged. “I should have quit a long time ago.” He hadn’t expected those words to fly from his mouth, but he didn’t regret them either.

His father turned to walk away, adding over his shoulder, “Your mother expects you for dinner tonight. Seven. Don’t screw that up, too. Vic’s only in town for a few hours.”

He watched the man storm off in the direction of the elevators. Surprised by the shakiness in his hands, he wrung them together while catching his breath. “I am not a screw up. I am not a screw up.” He repeated that to himself several more times. Turning to his computer, he minimized the database window and clicked on his inbox. A message popped up. Access denied. What the fuck? He clicked on the database icon again only to receive another pop up. While he’d been talking with Jane Smith and his father, their IT department had locked him out of the system. Crap. His father really was pissed. He’d embarrassed his parents at their showy dinner Saturday night and then failed to attend last night’s affair with this Harvey guy and his wife.

His heart rattled in his chest and the demon scratched at his throat. He loosened his tie further. Grabbing the handset for his phone, he punched in Lisa’s cell.

“What the fuck, Sam?” she snapped when she picked up on the first ring.

“Lisa, I’m so sorry.”

“What am I going to tell Paul?” she sobbed. “I need my job. I’m having a baby!”

He hated being responsible for tears. “Lisa, please don’t cry. Give me some time to fix this. Go home after your doctor’s appointment and rest. Please try not to stress about it. I’ll fix it. And then I’ll call you later.”

“Is it because I’m pregnant?”

He shook his head. “No. He’s pissed at me. It has nothing to do with you.”

“I need my job, Sam,” she repeated.

“I know, and I’ll fix it. What’s the email my father’s talking about? Harvey’s thing? I’m locked out. What did you text me earlier?”

“I didn’t see an email,” she sniffled. “I don’t know anything about someone named Harvey. My text was to let you know your father was mad. My bus is here. I gotta go.”

“Okay. I’ll call you later.”

She hung up without another word.

He stared out his windows trying to calm his nerves for a solid thirty minutes before deciding to call the man’s bluff. He’d take the termination and leave. He wouldn’t be there for the presentation. He wouldn’t be available for his clients. He’d let his father clean up what he started. After all, it was the man’s behavior that started this bullshit in the first place. You can’t screw up a deal you knew nothing about, right? He was entitled to a life outside of this company. He could date whomever he damn well pleased. And he was entitled to some freedom from his parents. He was twenty-seven fucking years old!

The whole floor was watching him as he made his way to the copy room for a box into which to toss his shit from his office. The tables had turned. He used to sit in his office and stare out at the corporate minions scurrying to and fro in a desperate attempt to produce as much as they could in as little time as possible, vying for a coveted medal at the end of each day—top billing in daily performance stats. He had started out as one of them before he’d proved himself to his father and had taken over the office with the view.

The pit would drone with a rhythm of its own; a heartbeat of sorts signaling life—the desperate clicking of keyboards and low, urgent voices spewing into headsets while printers and copiers vomited voluminous hordes of paper. Desperation. That was the best way to sum it up. Desperate to be noticed. Desperate to succeed. Desperate to matter. He used to be one of them, and now he swore they were smirking. Suddenly, even though he was the boss’ son, he was a nobody, and one of them was about to win the keys to his office. The leader of their pack had been dethroned and now a new minion would be crowned. Yeah, they weren’t looking at him with sadness. They were salivating.

Who gives a shit? This place sucks the life right out of you. Or maybe it was just him. Maybe it was his family. Whatever. He didn’t need this shit. He’d pack up his stuff and when his father called him tomorrow wondering where the hell he was, he’d say… Oh shit, he didn’t know, but he’d say something back to the old man to make him feel like shit for all the fucking shitty years he’d put him through.

He methodically made his way around his office, filling the box and saying a silent farewell to the last several years of his life. He tossed his presentation into the shredder. Swirling shadows clawed at his soul, dragging him deeper within himself. His life was such a failed exercise. He would never be the perfect son in his father’s eyes; not that he cared anymore. He hadn’t cared about that for years. He would never be the perfect boyfriend as long as his family formed part of that deal. He should have learned that by now. And he would never get another job working in the industry as soon as the other fat cats caught wind of the fact that Artemis Wendt had fired his only son.

Or maybe he would. Maybe the vultures would circle and pick over his carcass; stealing pieces of him until they grew tired of the game against his father and discarded him, too. Only he didn’t want another job like this one. He wanted out.

After slipping on his suit jacket, he tossed his former staff on the floor a farewell salute and a brave smile before disappearing into the elevator. There was no applause as they witnessed his escape, if they had even seen him leave, busier now with the revitalizing frenzy of ensuring they outshone their peers. Surely, they knew his father wasn’t seriously firing him? They wouldn’t think that he’d honestly screwed up, would they? He should have left to a crowd sitting in stunned silence.

His mind swirled and tumbled. Fear, betrayal, helplessness, guilt, frustration—emotions raced along every nerve in his chest, tightening their grip.

Back home, he knew something was wrong as soon as he stepped off the elevator. There was a cop in the hallway by Sarah and Jared’s apartment. Their door was wide open. His stomach sank. He set his briefcase and box of belongings inside his own door and then traveled down the hall.

“Hey,” he said to the uniformed officer. “Everything okay?”

“Afraid I can’t say,” the tall, burly man replied.

“I’m Sarah’s next-door neighbor. A friend,” he explained, pointing over his shoulder at the door he’d just come from. “I drove Jared to school this morning, Sarah’s little boy? She wasn’t feeling well enough to take him. She’s been sick for the past week or so…”

“Sorry, sir.”

Behind the looming figure of an officer, Sam saw paramedics moving slowly within the apartment, gathering equipment. “Is she alright?”

“You should go home, sir.”

“She’s my friend. She doesn’t have anyone else,” he stated firmly. If paramedics were in her apartment, then she wasn’t alright. He tried to walk past the officer, but the large man stopped him.

From under his uniform hat, the cop shook his head dismally. “Sir, please.” It was less a request than it was an order.

In that instant, Sam understood. Something bad had happened. He winced and thought of Jared, likely happily playing at school, oblivious to what was unfolding in his home.

Sarah had been battling a rare autoimmune disorder since Jared’s birth. He didn’t know all the details except that lately, it had gotten worse.

“Is she going to the hospital? Do I need to get Jared after school?” Usually, the child let himself into his own apartment after walking home with a couple of sixth graders that also lived in the building. Maria, the housekeeper, would be there by then to watch him, and Sam had been popping in when he got home from work to make sure he was eating, or doing his homework, or just to make sure things were okay.

“Her sister will see to the boy,” the cop shared.

“Her sister?” His eyes widened as he shook his head. “No, that can’t be right. She hates her sister. Hasn’t seen her for years. Jared doesn’t know who she is. Really, I should get him, and then I could bring him to the hospital later. I have a key for their place. I have access to everything he needs…” And I suddenly have a lot of free time on my hands, he further thought to himself.

“I’m sorry, sir. Her family will take it from here.”

“From here?” She hadn’t had any contact with her family for some time. That had been her choice. What the hell was going on?

“Yes, sir. I’m sure they’ll notify you of any arrangements, if need be.”

“Arrangements?” He swallowed a lump in his throat.

“Sir, I’m very sorry.” The officer again offered an empathetic shrug and motioned down the hall toward his apartment.

“She’s okay, though, right?”

“Is that Sam?” he heard a woman’s voice call out.

He nodded at the officer. “Sam Wendt,” he confirmed, slipping past the man. Around the corner, he caught a glimpse of Sarah’s sleeping form strapped to a gurney just outside her bedroom. The well-dressed woman owning the voice bounded toward him.

“I’m Celeste, her sister,” she announced, more as a territorial claim than an introduction. “We’re moving Sarah to a hospice upstate. She’s sedated now but did tell me that you knew where all of Jared’s favorite things were, and if you happened to be around, that you could help me pack a bag for him that will do until the movers drop off the rest of his things.”

“Movers? What’s going on?” He tried to focus on the sister while his mind raced over her words. “Hospice? She doesn’t need a hospice.”

“Not your call, Sam,” she curtly sighed.

This didn’t make any sense to him at all. Sarah didn’t want her family involved in her life or Jared’s. “How about Sarah’s call?”

“She’s hardly in a position to make those decisions, don’t you think?”

“Perhaps because she’s sedated?” He walked past Celeste to the gurney. “Sarah? Sarah, can you hear me? It’s Sam.”

There was no response. He looked up to the paramedic. “Call Dr. Rosenthal. His number’s on the fridge. She’s had setbacks before. She doesn’t need a hospice. She doesn’t want to move her son. Hell, she wants nothing to do with her sister. Take her to the hospital if you have to, but don’t take her to some damn hospice upstate.”

“We’re patient transfer, sir; not the paramedics.” He pointed to a logo on his uniform jacket.

“Shit. Then call the fucking paramedics. Call Dr. Rosenthal.” He wondered why the cop was just standing at the door.

“Dr. Rosenthal signed off on the move,” Celeste said from behind him.

“Bullshit,” he growled.

“I have it right here.” She dangled a folded document between her fingers. “Court order.”

He stared at the paper; bewildered and disbelieving and horrified all at the same time.

“She needs to come home, Sam.”

“She doesn’t want anything to do with you people. Is that why the cop’s here? To help you to get her to comply?”

“Does this mean you’re not going to help me pack Jared’s things?”

He took a deep breath and hung his head. This morning, the principal had spotted him dropping Jared off at school. He’d spent almost an hour in her office convincing her that she didn’t need to call children’s services; that Sarah had everything under control. He swore there wasn’t any other family contact information for Jared’s file. He promised everything was okay. He’d promised Jared, too. And now her sister was going to swoop in and make him look like a total fool? She was going to make a liar out of him? Jared was going to hate him for making that promise. Sarah would be pissed if he didn’t try to stop this.

“Celeste, don’t do this.” He clutched his chest, begging the demon to leave him alone for a while so he could focus.

The woman softened her tone. “Sarah gave it a go, Sam. She’s sick and she needs help. She needs her family. Jared needs to know his family. It’s time for her to come home. We’ve been working on this for some time. It’s not like we woke up this morning and decided to drive into the city to ruin her life. The court gave me guardianship…”

“Guardianship?”

“She can’t care for him anymore, and now it looks like she’s stopped taking her medications.” She motioned toward Sarah. “She knew today was the day. Maybe she’s trying to die now that she knows her son will finally be properly cared for.”

The woman might as well have thrust a knife into his heart. Jared was being properly cared for. He’d been helping, trying to be a good surrogate father to the young boy, even if he only held that position in his own mind. Maria had been going above and beyond. Sarah loved her son with all that she was. She’d never leave him, and not in the clutches of her sister. Who was this woman to claim otherwise? No wonder Sarah hated her. What had she called her? Judgmental, pompous bitch?

“She was doing just fine,” he seethed. “Maybe she’s depressed because you’re taking her son away from her?”

“Either way, it doesn’t matter anymore,” the woman shrugged. “The point is, now she and Jared are going to get the help they both need. She said you’d help to pick out some of his favorite things for us to take today, if you were home.”

Yup. Judgmental, pompous bitch. He cringed again thinking of his meeting with the principal. “The school doesn’t know about this. Jared has no idea.”

“That was Sarah’s choice, I suppose, and we’ll sort through it, but I’d like to take his favorite things now so that he doesn’t have to come back here after I pick him up.”

“Don’t you think he might want to come back here? To pack his own things?”

“No, I think he’s going to want to drive upstate as fast as he can to see his mother, knowing she’s not here anymore.”

But he’ll want to see me, he thought. Won’t he? He’ll want a chance to say goodbye in his own way: to his apartment, to his room, to the neighbor he always turned to when he needed help. He hadn’t thought it possible, but he felt his heart break even further.

“He doesn’t know who you are,” he whispered.

“We’ve got a long drive ahead of us. Plenty of time to get to know each other.”

He slammed his apartment door behind him and walked a direct line to the kitchen cupboard holding the bottle he’d liberated from his parents’ bar on his way out their door Saturday night. He’d cracked that bottle in his car that night while driving around, calming down. It had been so unlike him—drinking and driving.

He poured three fingers of the whiskey into a glass and threw it down his throat. Stomping from the kitchen, he pulled off his suit jacket, bunched it into a ball, and whipped it at the end of the couch. His keys followed; a clumsy ring of projectiles landing squarely in the center of its target.

He was angry that Sarah hadn’t prepared him for this. He was angry that she hadn’t prepared Jared. He was angry that he was hearing all about it from that woman. She’d sold her condo? What the fuck? And he was pissed off that he’d spent that morning trying to help Sarah with Jared at the expense of his father’s anger and his stupid job, and for what? To help her keep Jared in the dark? Why wouldn’t she have told her son?

He stomped back to his kitchen. Another three fingers of whiskey went into the glass.

And why wouldn’t she have told him? Christ, they were friends. She knew he was invested in their lives. This wasn’t like her. Why would she toss Jared to the sharks, leaving him to figure out how to swim on his own instead of giving him any lessons in advance? Not fair!

Was she trying to escape? Was she trying to die knowing that someone else now had a claim on her son? It didn’t sound like her at all. Between the two of them, she was the fighter, talking sense into his brain on many occasions. And she would do anything for Jared, including keeping him from the life her family led. Maybe she felt broken and unable to face the truth? He certainly knew how that felt. God, he wished she had talked to him. Maybe he could have done something. Had he been so consumed with Anna over the past few months that he hadn’t noticed anything leading up to this?

He drained the glass and grabbed his cell from where he’d left it next to their breakfast dishes. After waiting for it to power on, he scanned the short list of notifications detailing several missed calls from his father and the text from Lisa, hoping to see something from Anna. There was nothing. He dialed his mother’s number. Their family matriarch picked up on the third ring. “Hey, Mom. Dad fired me.”

“He did? Why?”

“Something about a deal for that Harvey guy that I didn’t know about; didn’t handle on time?”

There was silence on the other end.

“Mom?”

“Is this what they were discussing at dinner last night?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t there, remember? I didn’t know anything about it and now he’s fired me.”

“Darling, I can’t get involved in company business.”

“You own half the company! Tell me he’s just pissed about the other night and that this will be forgotten by tomorrow. He fired Lisa, too, and she’s due in three months.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Sammy. Why didn’t you handle it on time?”

He clenched his jaw, hating when she called him that. “I was late getting in because...”

“Oh, sweetheart.” He heard the condescension in Judith Wendt’s voice. She likely assumed he’d been partying all night with all the wrong women and had strolled into work hung over. She always assumed he was partying or up to no good when he wasn’t at work or spending time in her company. She didn’t know him at all.

“Listen, I can’t really talk now, honey. I’m at the salon…”

“Never mind, Mom.”

“You’ll be at dinner tonight though, right? Seven? Your sister’s only in town for a few hours and the Olivers are joining us.”

His father was keen to secure the Olivers as clients. Correction—his father was keen to secure their money. They had a lot of nerve, still wanting to present their happy family to a potential client hours after he’d been fired. It was messed up, actually; another family dinner dripping in bullshit where they’d expect him to play the role of dutiful son. How the hell would that work?

What was he doing? He gave his head a shake. He didn’t really want his mother’s assistance in sorting this out. He’d been handed a ticket enabling him to move on. He wanted to be out there helping people who needed help; not facilitating the widening of the gap between the haves and the have-nots. He wanted to make a difference for people; not help some rich guy further pad his list of assets. He hung up without answering her questions about tonight, as unconcerned about his mother as she was of him.

He didn’t need this bullshit. His father cared more about saving face with a new client than he did about his own son. He cared more about protecting his reputation than the struggles that might befall an innocent, like Lisa. And his mother? She was more concerned with her lifestyle and own public standing than she’d ever been about her role as their mother. Was it any wonder his sister had moved out west? Why was he even bothering? It was exactly this kind of bullshit that had driven Anna away.

He filled his glass again and wandered to the sofa; slumping onto the soft cushions and sliding the drink onto the coffee table. He rested his forehead in his palms. Breathe. Just breathe.

He still couldn’t believe last weekend’s scene had even happened. That man and his tongue; his father accusing his new girlfriend of sniffing around only because there was money in the bank. She worked with the homeless, for fuck’s sake. Why hadn’t his words been effective in defending her that night? Why hadn’t she stayed to watch him defend her? His sister and Sarah had the right idea. They had both run away from the snobbery to try to live a normal life elsewhere, away from family influence. God, he wanted to get away from all the bullshit, too.

Saturday night had totally gotten away from him. He shouldn’t have taken Anna, but they’d been dating for a few months. Things had been going well. Why did he screw it up by introducing her to his parents? He’d only been out of the room for a few minutes, but it had been long enough for his father to start the interrogation. And then she’d run out. He’d been blindsided.

She was cute; grounded. He quite liked her. A lot. They could have turned into something really special if his father hadn’t ruined it for him.

He drained his drink and examined the empty glass. Shit, how many was that now? Two? Three? Four? It wasn’t helping. The demon continued to claw at his chest. He tried to push it away; to ignore it. Why the hell had he stopped taking his meds? What a mistake.

It’s a chemical imbalance, he reasoned. That’s all it is. It’s not real.

Sure as hell feels real.

Apart from Sarah and his immediate family, no one knew a thing about his struggle. He hadn’t gotten around to sharing that with Anna yet. No one at work knew, not even Lisa who’d been managing his life for three years. One of these days, he would suddenly be dead by his own hand, and no one would understand why.

He clenched his jaw. The demon was trying to drag his mind down that dangerous path again, daring him to consider the end. He took a few more deep breaths to no avail, despising his body’s traitorous condition.

Retrieving the bottle of whiskey, he brought it to his glass and sank back down onto the soft couch cushion. After chugging a few large gulps directly from the bottle, he wiped a dribble from his chin and then refilled his glass. Trading the booze in his hand for his phone, he typed a brave message to his father.

“I quit as your employee and as your son. You’re an ass. You’re the piece of shit you’ve always been so quick to label others—running after everyone’s wallets like a dog in heat and ignoring all those that you step on along the way, including your own children. Don’t you see that? Anna is a good person. She’s amazing and you chased her away. You always chase away my dreams. Why do you have to steamroll through my life? Lisa is a good person and an amazing worker. She needs the job to support her new baby. Don’t fire her because you’re pissed off at me or want to save face with Harvey. Shit! Total dick move. She’s pregnant; needs the benefits. I have nothing else to say. You’re an asshole. I quit.”

He couldn’t find the courage to hit the send button. He leaned his head back against the cushions and stared up at the ceiling. His heart was pounding in his chest. He felt like he was collapsing in on himself. He hated that feeling. He wanted to get away. He wanted to run. Why wasn’t the whiskey working? He wanted to be numb. He wanted to pass out. Maybe things will be better in a few days.

It always passes.

It always passes.

It always passes.

What if this time it didn’t? What was he going to do? What if his father cut him off entirely? How long would his own money last? What if he was forced to sell his condo? To face that humiliation? Crap, he had tossed Stan five hundred bucks last Christmas for doing nothing but opening the front door for him all year long. He didn’t want to imagine being broke and walking past the doorman with his head hung in shame as he moved out. The president of the condo board knew him well; knew his family. He’d certainly pass judgment and then gossip with everyone he knew. His neighbors would snicker. Shit. They’d all assume he was some sort of spoiled rich kid who’d been handed a reality check because he was a screw up. But that wasn’t the truth.

He cared about people. He cared about what they thought and what they felt, and he always tried to be as helpful as he could. Did anyone see that or did they all think he was a spoiled prick? Anna hated him. Lisa likely hated him right now, too. Did Sarah hate him as well? Is that why she hadn’t told him?

He sank deeper.

Breathing exercises. He had to remember his breathing exercises. Between sips of whiskey, he filled his lungs several times, holding his breath before trying to control his exhalation in a bid to slow his racing heart.

It was a solitary, hidden journey. Most of the thoughts and feelings he carried deep inside would never be seen in the light of day. They were too numerous to burden anyone else with, and he barely understood them himself. He was drowning, minus the water.

His odds felt insurmountable.

Mountains of stress didn’t seem scalable.

He couldn’t find lasting relief.

He stumbled to his sliding doors and stepped out onto his balcony, staring out at the bustling city from his perch. He considered that it would be so easy to end things right here and now. His heart would no long feel broken, crying over the loss of Anna. His guilt over royally screwing up their relationship would disappear. He’d no longer hurt over Sarah and Jared. He’d never have to face the disappointment in the young child’s eyes, or in Lisa’s if his father didn’t change his mind about giving her job back to her. He wouldn’t have to sit through dinner tonight at his parents’ with the Olivers, and he wouldn’t have to deal with their anger and disappointment when he didn’t show.

He’d thought about it many times. A flying leap off his seventh-floor balcony would end it all. No more pain. No more basket of burdens. No more suffering. A chance to be done, to take his exit and sleep, to cast it all away...

Would it hurt to end his life that way? How could it not?

Would it hurt those he left behind? Did he really care anymore?

What the hell am I doing? The demon can’t win today.

He stumbled back inside and refilled his glass, chugging from the bottle once more before returning it to the table. Jared’s favorite Batman baseball cap poked out from under the end of the couch, catching his eye. “Oh shit,” he sighed. Pulling it free, he stumbled to his door and down the hall hoping to catch the bitch before she left with a bag of the little boy’s things. His drink sloshed over the sides and dripped down his hand.

She was standing just inside the open doorway. “Jared’s favorite hat,” he slurred, shoving it toward her.

She raised her brow. “A little early in the day to be drinking, isn’t it?”

“Fuck…fuck off,” he replied, turning to return home. He bounced off the hall walls until he reached his door. “You have no…no fucking idea.” His mind caught up. He should have said that before leaving Sarah’s doorway.

Inside, he met up with the whiskey bottle at the coffee table once more. Lisa was having a baby. He wondered if one day, she’d throw her child under a bus, too. He considered writing a check, to help her out until she found another job if his father’s asshole streak continued. He could cash in a few investments. He might be okay for a while. That baby didn’t need a mom sick with worry.

He wobbled to the bedroom to retrieve his checkbook, pulling off his tie and tossing it on the floor as he walked. He heard Sarah’s door close and glanced at the clock. It was almost two. They were leaving with her sedated body on a stretcher. Celeste would be off to pick up Jared from school and then they’d be gone.

He didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to either of them.

He was alone.

“Fucking god damn it.” He punched the wall, leaving a sizable dent and forgetting why he’d headed to the bedroom in the first place. “Fuck,” he cried as pain seared through his knuckles, although he was glad to feel something other than the tightening grip in his chest.

In the kitchen, he grabbed some ice from the freezer, holding it against his hand while he leaned against the fridge, enjoying the stinging cold of the ice against his skin.

From the living room, his phone chimed with an incoming text message. His heart stopped. Anna? He aimed for the coffee table and plopped the ice cubes into the glass, wiping the moisture from his hand onto his pants before picking up his phone. Not Anna. It was from his sister.

“Please be on time tonight. Do not leave me with them on my own. I’m in no mood to put up with their shit. My flight leaves at eleven. You’ll need to drive me to the airport.”

“Well, hello to you, too,” he slurred at the phone.

Victoria was the epitome of self-confidence and focused direction; successfully fleeing to the other side of the country to get away from their family drama, but he had often thought it had already been too late for her. She was a lot like their father.

“I’m not going,” he typed in response. “You’ll have to book a car.”

“Thanks!” was her reply.

He could imagine her sarcasm, but where was she Saturday night for the big anniversary dinner? Had she cared about leaving him to navigate that on his own? And why the fuck would he attend a family dinner with the Olivers to help his father pad his wallet? No fucking way. If he was fired, then he’s fired. He tossed his phone onto the coffee table and sank down onto the couch, drizzling the rest of the bottle over the ice in his glass. Who fires their own flesh and blood over such a thing? One mistake? An error made because he was trying to be a good fucking human being? Fuck! Forget it.

His phone remained quiet. Yeah, she wasn’t even going to bother asking him why he wasn’t going to dinner tonight.

He sipped the whiskey, inviting the alcohol to entirely numb his senses while fighting off a growing nausea brewing in his stomach. The parasitic demon gripped his ribs with icy fingers, mocking him for even trying to silence him. A half-hour later, his landline rang. Anna? He drained the glass and quickly set it down beside the bottle before crawling to the end table to answer it.

“Mr. Wendt? This is Mrs. Knowlton calling.”

His stomach somersaulted at the sound of Jared’s principal’s voice. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

“So I understand. I’m not impressed at all.” He imagined her looking down her nose at him over her silver-rimmed glasses, her eyes a cold, hardened stare. She’d been so skeptical of his explanation earlier regarding Jared’s performance of late. Such judgment. It had frosted his nerves. The older woman’s voice continued to invade his ear. “Regardless, I have Jared here and he’s quite insistent that he speak with you, but his aunt thought you might be…under the weather? We wouldn’t want to subject him to…”

“Put him on. I’m fine,” he exhaled with as much control as he could muster. Reality offered the illusion of a sobering break.

“Are you sure? Because I can try to explain that you’re not well enough to…”

“Put him on,” he insisted. He waited while the phone switched hands at the other end.

“Sam?” the young voice cried in his ear. He sounded so scared.

“Hey, buddy.”

“Sam? I want to go home.”

He tried to swallow away the growing thickness in his throat. “I’m sorry, buddy. I just found out.”

“I want to go home. Can you come get me?”

What does someone say to a seven-year-old whose world is being tossed upside down? He pulled sloppy thoughts together. “Your mom needs some special help to get better...”

“Please come get me,” Jared urged. “I promise I’ll try harder at school.”

He squeezed the bridge of his nose with sweaty fingers to control his own tears and leaned against the end of his couch. “This is not because of anything you did or didn’t do. Your mom…your aunt is helping your mom and you need to be with her. Your aunt is going to take you to your mom.”

“I want to go home. I want mommy at home.”

Sam swallowed a full throat of grief. “Your mom needs some special help to get better and it’s in another place. Your aunt’s going to help take care of her…and you.”

“Please? I want mommy at home.”

“I know, buddy. Me, too. And I’m sorry I didn’t know. I’m so, so sorry.”

“She always gets better.”

“She does. And everyone’s going to work really hard to make that happen again this time, too.” He listened to Jared’s crying for a moment, his heart shattering at the sound. “I helped your aunt pack some stuff a little while ago and made sure you had your green dragon and your favorite pajamas. And I found your Batman hat.”

The little guy squeaked.

“I’m so sorry, buddy. Will you promise to give your mom a hug for me? She was sleeping. I couldn’t…”

He squeaked again.

“And Jared? I love you. It’s going to be okay.”

“I love you, too, Sam.”

He couldn’t breathe. He hung up the phone when Jared’s voice became the principal’s once again and crawled out onto the balcony in search of air, leaning against the outside wall clutching his stomach, rocking back and forth. Life fucking sucked. How dare they all put that little boy through this? How dare they rip him away like he’s some object to be packed in a box and shipped upstate?

He wanted the hurt to stop so he could breathe; catch his breath, think…carry on. He wanted this day to be over. God damn, why had he stopped taking his medication? Bad days happen. He knew that. And even with the crap flying at him today, he shouldn’t be this bad. He should still be able to breathe. Why couldn’t he breathe?

It was back with a vengeance; the parasitic demon strangling his rib cage and worming its way deeper and deeper into his very core, taking root. His face was awash with inconsolable grief. His body crumbled into a ball against the rough brick wall. He couldn’t win, no matter how hard he tried. He was so damn tired of fighting.

“Go away,” he whispered to the demon, but it cackled its horrific laugh, extended its tentacles farther, and danced atop his rib cage. He wanted to reach beneath his skin and rip it away; fling it as far as he could. If only it truly were a parasitic beast he could hold in his hands.

Twelve years was a long time to battle this enemy.

It didn’t just call when he was having a bad day. The demon didn’t care what kind of a day he was having. He knew the beast’s raging appearance today was simply coincidence, kick-started by a crack in his happiness bubble a couple of weeks ago and magnified by stress and grief, but even still, his mind couldn’t free the monster’s icy fingers. He couldn’t imagine a reprieve, even though one had always followed such an episode in the past. The thought of waiting even an hour to feel better only caused his heart to race faster.

“I’m so tired,” he thought.

“I want to be done.”

Oblivious to the day’s bright sunshine, he hugged the cool concrete of his balcony for some time, wrestling with the demon, praying for the whiskey to kick in, cursing his decision to end his antidepressant, and contemplating an end to it all.

When he hit the cold cement seven stories below, he felt death nail him into place. As if encased in concrete, he doubted he had the strength to even twitch his eyes. His head swooned with wet warmth and blindness quickly obliterated the raging traffic on the street near him. If people were shocked by his fall from such a height, or were rushing to his aid, he couldn’t see them. He couldn’t hear them either. Suddenly there was also silence.

“I’m deaf and blind.”

His mind slowly chugged with the most basic of observations. He fought as best as he could to maintain consciousness…and lost.

 


Chapter 2 - Someone’s Always There

The moments after Sam landed on the cold cement in front of his building were lost to him, no differently than the hours that pass by while asleep. When his eyes fluttered open and took in the gray view of the sidewalk beside him, he wasn’t sure how long he’d lain there. In fact, he was surprised that he was still lying there; that no one had stopped to inquire about his health or scoop him onto a gurney and whisk him away in a wailing ambulance. That was his first thought. His second—was he deaf? Around him, an enveloping silence had blanketed his world.

He rolled his head as far as he could to take in the immediate view. There were no flashing lights. No crowd of onlookers. Nothing. Has no one noticed his attempt to take his life? He exhaled deeply, anticipating pain, but felt nothing amiss. His fingers crept up to feel his head. The patch of wet warmth he’d felt before losing consciousness was no more. He peeled himself up off the sidewalk, scraping the concrete with his shoe in the process. So, he wasn’t deaf, and yet in the city that never sleeps, there was silence.

The street that typically flowed with a raging torrent of automobiles was deserted, as was the sidewalk in front of his building on which he usually navigated clusters of pedestrians. He swallowed hard and turned several times, trying to absorb the shocking landscape before him. As far as he could see, nothing was moving. No sounds of life reached his ears. Not a single light bulb flickered.

Cold settled within him. That very morning it had felt as though summer was maintaining its grip on the city, yet the September afternoon had become cold. Very cold. He rubbed his arms through his thin dress shirt and wondered what had happened to the warming sun. The sky was painted a thick, soupy charcoal gray. He couldn’t tell where the sun might be on its journey to the horizon. Was it even still afternoon? The smashed face of his watch obscured the dial from view.

He considered the possibility of a major power failure, but if that were the case, where was everyone? There would be chaos on the road without traffic lights to herd the cars. The street was barren. The sidewalk was empty. The buildings were unlit. It was surreal. Eerie. It was a New York he’d never witnessed; sleepy and deserted…a ghost town. It was a New York he would have considered statistically impossible. He didn’t like statistically impossible.

He whisked sleep from his eyes and headed for the double glass doors leading into his building. They were locked tight. Memories of punching his bedroom wall flooded back. He ran his fingers over his unscathed knuckle before searching his pockets. He’d left his keys, wallet, and phone upstairs. “Fuck me,” he sighed. He pressed his hands to the glass and peered inside. The lobby was empty. No one was sitting behind the security desk. He banged on the glass doors, hoping to lure someone out into the open who could let him in. No one came.

“Hello?” he called. His voice echoed on the street as it traveled down the valley between the tightly knit, tall buildings. His heart thumped in his chest and a nervous sweat beaded on his skin. He turned and faced the empty street. “Hello?” he called again, raking his fingers through his hair.

It was beyond strange. There should be people. There should be cars and lights and noise and lots of people.

Had they been victims of a terrorist attack? Chemical warfare, perhaps, that had wiped everyone out but left the buildings standing? No, they wouldn’t have gotten everyone. There would be mayhem, and bodies…

He shivered. Why was it so damn cold? He’d tossed his suit jacket aside and now wished for its warmth. Hugging his arms close to his body, he stepped into the empty street.

“Hello?” he tried calling again. He waited and listened. Turning in place, he cupped his hands around his mouth for better volume. “What the fuck?” he screamed.

Perhaps there had been a mass evacuation for some reason? He cringed. It was a pathetic blow to his already fragile soul; to think they’d all left him behind, splayed out on the sidewalk after he’d thrown himself from his seventh-story balcony.

I can’t be all alone, he reasoned. He looked up the street one way and then down the other. Maybe it was just his corner of Manhattan, but in eyeing the sky, he couldn’t see the glow of any distant lights bouncing off the thick clouds.

He tapped his fingers against his arms, wondering what he was supposed to do now? Without a particular destination in mind, he began walking.

Oh, he hoped Anna was okay, and that Jared and Sarah had been taken far enough out of the city before… Oh god, Lisa and her unborn baby… His parents? His sister?

Passing a subway entrance, he briefly thought of venturing out of the cold, but since the service wasn’t likely to be running anyway, he didn’t figure that anything good could come from wandering dark corridors underground. The thought of getting jumped had him moving to the middle of the street. He followed the median line feeling safer there than on the sidewalk against the buildings. Last thing he needed was to come across looters or thugs pouncing on him from darkened doorways; not that they’d profit in a mugging. Yet the farther he walked, the clearer it became. There was no one else wandering about.

The cold continued to envelope him while he took stock of his situation. Terrorist attack? Natural disaster? Aliens? Aliens could have vaporized everyone. That was absurd, he countered his own thoughts. But could it be aliens? Why didn’t they vaporize him? Zombie apocalypse? He glanced over his shoulder.

Whatever had happened during the time he’d been passed out, if he had survived then certainly there would be others. He should see signs of life, even if only candlelight flickering through windows. People tended to stay with their stuff and hope for the best. He made a point of scouring dark windows for any glimmer of light.

He hiked down Columbus, cut across Broadway to West 59th, and headed up Madison. The cold continued to crawl through him. Passing a men’s clothing store, he took a chance that the doors would be unlocked. For once that day, he considered himself lucky and cautiously stepped inside. Without the benefit of sunlight streaming in through the sidewalk display windows, the store’s interior was quite murky.

“Hello?” he called and waited, listening painfully for any sound coming deep from within. “Hello? I don’t mean to startle anyone in here.” He heard nothing beyond the pounding of his heart, drowning out the sound of his breath.

He slowly made his way past display racks to maintain the silence, so he’d hear someone moving or approaching from the shadows. He grabbed a large, woolen, crew-neck sweater, slipped it off its hangar, and pulled it over his head. The price tag dangled at his wrist. Pulling it free, he tucked it into his pocket. Wandering farther, he found a rack of down-filled, hooded winter coats. A basket of gloves sat on a glass shelf above the display. He found a coat in his size and slipped it on, grabbed a large pair of gloves, and pulled the price tags from each.

At the front of the store, he stopped at the counter and searched for a piece of paper and a pen. He tallied his purchases and wrote down the figure along with his name and address and a promise to pay once “this” was over. Spying the cash drawer ajar, he glanced around before sliding it open. Selecting the stack of twenties, he counted them before stuffing them into his pocket and adding to his note. “Plus $340 cash.” Securely closing the cash drawer to avoid a subsequent looting, he hoped the store owners wouldn’t be too pissed off with him.

An analog clock on the wall behind the counter claimed it was nearly four in the afternoon. He’d missed less than two hours. It was simply unbelievable that all this could unfold in less than two hours. Maybe he’d been knocked out for longer than he’d thought. An entire day, perhaps?

Back outside, he continued his trek down the center of the road. The added layers didn’t offer much protection against the cold. Overpriced junk, he surmised.

Mile after mile, he walked in total silence save for the sound of his dress shoes shuffling along the pavement. Mile after mile, his mind tried to comprehend what had happened to the city he loved. Every few blocks, he called out, hopeful that he’d find another living being while also fearing that he was painting a target on his back should someone be nearby that was intent on preying on others.

He wished he knew what the hell was going on. He couldn’t be the only survivor. There were likely others: men, women, children. Where were the sounds of children? They should be raising a royal fuss by now. The sound of fearful tears should be filtering out to the streets, but nothing except silence assaulted his ears.

Mile after mile after mile.

He wandered around Manhattan, inadvertently circling Central Park twice. He spied another clock through a coffee shop’s window around ten that evening. The sun hadn’t set per its usual course across the sky. In fact, the sky hadn’t changed at all; continuing with its thick dismal gray.

He’d never felt more alone.

The door to the coffee shop wouldn’t budge. Hoping for something to eat and drink, he tried his luck at the convenience store beside it and was relieved when that door easily swung open. “Hello?” he called out, taking a moment to listen before slipping inside and taking stock of the layout and all the offered fare. He was still chilled, and while a cold drink felt like it might be refreshing, what he really wanted was some internal heat. He glanced at the microwave set out for use by customers and wished there was power to run the damn thing. A spigot advertised hot water for tea, and he pressed the lever to see what would run from the tap. Steamy water greeted him and fell into the collection tray beneath.

With renewed hope, he scoured the shelves for a box of instant soup, grabbed one claiming to be chicken noodle, and voraciously ripped it open. Dumping the contents of two packets into a large paper coffee cup, he held it under the spigot, mixing his brew with a coffee stirrer. Grabbing a box of soda crackers from a shelf, he sat on the floor and dove into his dinner. It was far from the best chicken noodle soup he’d ever had, but it satisfied his hunger.

Twenty minutes later, while he could feel the warm dinner sitting in his stomach, it still wasn’t enough to wash away the chill that had firmly settled in his bones. The air inside the store was just as cold as that outside. After finishing off his meal with a couple of packaged cakes, he locked the door and curled up in a corner near the back of the store; a spot to spend the gray night.

He stared up at the yellowed ceiling tiles. Maybe he was in a coma? Maybe he’d hit the pavement and knocked his brain right into a coma and was dreaming about an empty city. Maybe he was hooked up to machines in some intensive care unit, and they were monitoring his brain activity right now. Maybe Anna was standing next to the bed, holding his hand and whispering her wishes for him to wake up, unless his parents and Vic were there. Anna probably wouldn’t stay then.

Had his parents been inside his apartment? Did his father see that unsent text? Where he’d quit as the man’s employee and son?

Oh shit! What if they wanted to pull the plug? What if they thought he was totally gone and wanted to let him die? He sat bolt upright. He wasn’t ready to die.

Determined to prove to the outside world that he was still alive, he began reciting his times tables. “Two times two is four. Two times three is six. Two times four is eight. Two times five is ten. Two times six is twelve…”

Three hours later, he sat on the floor in the corner wondering how many others were out there also hunkered down, waiting for the night to pass—a strange occupation when the sky remained unchanged and total darkness had yet to fall. He only knew it was night because he was fighting to keep his eyes open. His mind was tired of reciting facts and his third bottle of beer from the store’s cooler was pushing him toward sleep.

He doubted he was in a coma. He’d spilled some beer on his pants from the first bottle and distinctly felt the cold wetness soaking through to his skin. Time was passing at a normal rate. Being there simply felt too real and succinct to be a dream.

The last thought to pass through his mind before he fell asleep was the possibility that he’d successfully achieved death. It wasn’t what he’d had in mind—his desire to no longer exist, and he wondered if hell would really be in a deserted, ice-cold New York City instead of a sweltering hot underworld somewhere else. Perhaps he should have spent more time attending church.

After drifting in and out of sleep for several hours, he awoke to an unchanged world. At some point during the night, he’d decided that he should head to Fort Hamilton. If the military was involved in dealing with this crisis, there would likely be others congregating there. It was a hefty hike through the city, down to the shore at the Narrows, but he figured he could probably make the trek in a day.

After a couple of cups of tea using the spigot that still miraculously bore hot water, he found a knapsack behind the counter and set about filling it with supplies. He didn’t want to be weighed down but knew he’d need some nourishment along the way. Who knew how far he’d have to walk before he found life or more food. Granola bars. Packaged cookies. Bottles of water. He squeezed it all in.

A sign on the lifeless cooler from which he grabbed the water caught his eye. It was advertising the suicide prevention hotline. “Someone’s always there,” it mocked. He doubted anyone was manning the phone lines today.

He slipped a pair of scissors into his coat pocket. It wasn’t quite a knife should he need some protection, but it was the next best thing given his choices. He settled the pack on his shoulder and slipped out of the store, eyeballing the streetscape for movement before heading down Park Avenue.

There had been no sunset yesterday or sunrise this morning. The air continued to be still; not a sound to be heard apart from his shuffling feet and the slick arms of his coat rubbing against his sides. The cold was a constant companion. He heard his breath and felt his heart thumping away in his chest. He was alive, but his world was not.

He passed block after block of eerily lifeless high-rises, unlit store fronts, and restaurants devoid of both patrons and tantalizing aromas. No matter where he was, the air was uncharacteristically the same. Instead of its usual cacophonous symphony of exhaust and kitchen fumes, human scents, potted flowers, heated asphalt, and garbage awaiting removal, the air smelled of absolutely nothing.

Beyond Grand Central Station, he continued a straight line in the direction of Gramercy Park. Around East 24th, his eyes began to focus far into the distance on the large public art installation known as Metronome. The design covered most of the exterior of a building on the south end of Union Square and could be seen for quite some distance. An oculus high up on the facade usually leaked a continuous vapor of steam, yet his straining sight told him it was stalled in its huffing and puffing. Without power, he wasn’t surprised. To the left of the oculus, he knew there was a massive digital clock composed of a long string of tall, orange LED numbers that ordinarily tracked the time that had passed since midnight and that which remained in the day. It was still hidden from view at this distance by the trees lining Park Avenue’s central boulevard, but he imagined he’d find that to be dead as well.

From what he’d heard, the point of the piece was to encourage onlookers to pause and contemplate time and their existence. As if he needed such a clock to remind him to pay attention to the squirming thoughts that passed by with each unsettling second. Like, if he hadn’t been on his balcony yesterday, and if Saturday night hadn’t happened as it had and she still liked him, would he and Anna have faced this deserted city together? Be together now?

By East 19th, his heart started to pound. An orange glow peeked through the leaves. Is there electricity? Was he reaching the edge of the blackout? Power would mean heat and radios and televisions and phones…and people. He hurried his tired legs, excited for answers, but as he grew closer, his hopes were quashed. The city was just as dim and ghostly beyond Union Square. The clock had crashed, displaying the number three in all fifteen spots; the orange glow likely still present thanks to a backup generator that hadn’t yet run out of steam.

With renewed defeat, he grabbed a bench in the small park across the street from the expansive wall and stared at the dysfunctional digital clock. He imagined the line of threes stretching on forever, ad infinitum and ad nauseam. This all must be some drug-induced dream, he thought again, clinging to the most rational explanation he could muster—that he was in some intensive care unit being kept alive by machines and heavily blanketed with narcotics. There was no way this was all real. He bit into a granola bar and chugged a bottle of water, wishing he had something hot instead.

He didn’t linger long. Fueled by the determination to solve this mystery, a quick break was all he’d needed. Guiding his steps down 4th, his view filled with more of the dismal gray sky as he left the tall forest of Manhattan’s high-rises behind. When decorated store fronts began to display Chinese characters, he knew he was getting close. And then the roadway widened and the buildings retreated. Beckoning on the left were the columnar gates and stone archway leading to Manhattan Bridge, his pearly gated escape off this deserted island.

A prickling fear nipped around the edges of his mind. He’d crossed this bridge countless times before, but never on foot. Why did the thought of climbing to such a height over the vast East River scare the hell out of him? That was the plan; he had to cross to the other side if he was to reach Fort Hamilton and the possibility of a rescue, but the thought unnerved him. The familiar parasitic beast stirred in his chest, quickening his heart.

He swallowed hard and began his ascent, sticking as close to center and away from the walled edge as he could. Halfway to the bridge’s peak, panic settled solidly within him. His feet shuffled along. He dropped his head and folded his arms firmly across his chest. Despite the constant chill, his skin was again damp. He stared at the asphalt directly ahead of his step and avoided looking sideways. That worked until he reached the highest point of the bridge’s massive span and accidentally caught a view on either side of the gray sky reflecting off the water’s surface below.

He fought to maintain solid footing, inhaling sharply and fighting against a wave of dizzying faintness that had him dropping to his knees. His gloved fingers tried to dig into the hard surface. He couldn’t go back; he tried to reason through the spinning numbness in his head. In glancing out at the Brooklyn skyline before him, not a single puff of smoke burped from the usually busy factory stacks. Not a single light bulb glowed in welcome either. Toward the horizon, he scanned for military helicopters. Further solitude seemed to await him on the other side. Regardless, he had to continue. Certainly, there would be signs of life of some kind at Fort Hamilton. Hopefully…

Fighting for breath, he crawled onward—his cushioned hands pulling him forward while his knees scraped and wobbled in pursuit. When he was safely across and once again atop solid ground, he draped his spent body on the asphalt and waited for the anxiety to retreat; wondering what the hell that was all about?

After recovering the use of his legs and a clearer head, he pressed on; taking note of the increasing greenery around him and the occasional high-rise that looked out of place next to its short neighbors. It was such a stark contrast to Manhattan on the other side of the river. He paused for another water break and some cookies while standing in the proverbial shadow of the monolithic erection that had once been the old Williamsburgh Savings Bank building. The Golden Age architecture and Art Deco flourishes were testament to the grandeur of that era and always reminded him of Gotham City and Batman. Oh, to have been alive during that time!

He thought of young Jared and the child’s fascination with the caped crusader. Perhaps he and Sarah were safe—had gotten out of the city before this happened, whatever this was. With hope, he’d have a chance to one day stand in this very spot with the boy when they could marvel at the building together, or maybe even with a son of his own…someday. The thought brought a small drop of hope to his dismal mood.

Peeling himself away, he dodged right when he hit Atlantic and marched down 4th. The landscape grew flatter still providing an even wider view of the dismal gray sky. He began counting the blocks as they rolled by. 28th Street. 29th Street. 30th Street. Just shy of 52nd, he stopped to stare at the bright red and silver facade of a fire department detachment. Battalion 40. Engine 201. Ladder 114. He held his breath as he drew closer, hoping to see the parking bay empty when he peered through the expansive glass door of the garage. Empty might mean they’d charged off in response to an emergency; that there may be others…somewhere.

The front grill of a large, red fire truck stared back at him.

“Of course,” he cursed, pressing on.

About an hour later, he cut a path down 7th Avenue between the dull greenery of Dyker Beach Golf Course on the left and the empty sports field of Poly Prep on the right. Fort Hamilton was up ahead, strategically poised on the Harbor shoreline at the foot of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge. Even before signage marking the military installation was distinguishable on the horizon, he knew his long walk that day had been for naught. The distant silence and continuing stillness around him had been telling for miles now. There were no shouts or sounds of mobilization. There was no traffic on the street or helicopters circling overhead. He hadn’t joined a pilgrimage of souls to the closest army base. His claim on solitude was unfettered.

Standing in front of the main gate, he pulled his last water bottle from his backpack and slowly quenched his thirst, considering the futility of his quest. He’d just spent about seven hours walking to get here, and here was no more hopeful than from where he’d started. Even the looming VA hospital a little farther down the road appeared to be deserted. It had been such a busy place when he’d visited his dying grandfather there, but he saw no movement on the street near the large building.

He slipped past the unguarded gatehouse and explored the quiet grounds, checking doors and finding every single one locked tight. In the least, he was hoping for access to something that would help him seek help; a flare gun or battery-powered radio, perhaps. He squatted on the lawn overlooking the water. Still nothing stirred as far as his eyes could see. Not a single boat bobbed or floated by. There were no ducks or seagulls. Across the way, Staten Island showed every sign of being a ghost town as well. It was all so frighteningly peaceful.

What now, he wondered?

Flopping over and curling up into a ball, he closed his eyes and pulled the hood of his jacket well over his head.

And why was it so damn cold?

His mind worked the possibilities again. Either he’d successfully killed himself and this was his purgatorial hell; the cost of taking his own life and for failing to maintain his church membership, or he’d not been successful and was lying in a coma somewhere, walking through a drug-induced or brain-damaged dream state. And then there was the less likely scenario that he hadn’t hurt himself at all in jumping from his balcony, coincidentally only moments before catastrophe struck, and that everyone had fled without him…or simply vanished.

In any event, he was alone. And cold. There were much warmer climates in the South. He opened his eyes and stared at the bridge spanning the Narrows. Cold sweat beaded on his brow once again. “God damn it!” he spat, pulling himself to his feet and preparing for another crawl across a tall bridge. In hindsight, he should have checked the doors of the fire station. Maybe he could have driven that bright red rig over the bridge instead.

For six days, he walked. For six days, he took shelter at night in an unlocked convenience store; filling up on whatever food was available and replenishing the supply in his backpack. For six days, the sun didn’t rise or set—the sky remained forever gray. And for six days, he didn’t come across another soul, escape a coma, nor solve the mystery of what had happened to his world.

The cold never left him. At one of his stops, he added a toque to his ensemble. The hood of his coat wasn’t sufficient, but it didn’t take long to realize that the toque was just as useless. He tried a small garbage can fire on his second night. It hadn’t heated him either. He finally came to surmise that the cold simply existed within him. He was the cold. It became normal and he stopped shivering, but it didn’t cease to annoy him. He fantasized about reaching the South and feeling the sun’s warming rays once again; of lying on a beach somewhere, baking his skin to a golden glow.

He passed the time running dialogue through his mind; conversations with people who’d meant something to him. At first, he was pissed off and wasn’t shy about telling them off. He tore a strip off his father for the years of public humiliation, including the shameful way he fired him. His mother and sister received stern commentaries on their self-absorption, albeit for different motivations. He yelled at Sarah for giving up—on herself and on Jared. And he yelled at Anna for being so stubborn; for not letting him apologize in person for his father’s behavior, and for not giving him the chance to prove he was not cut from the same cloth. What kind of a person would give up on him that easily after being so into him for the past three months? How could she just walk away without giving him a chance? He also imagined giving God a royal piece of his mind should they ever cross paths, for leaving him so very alert and alone when all he’d wanted was to cease to exist and forget all the hurt.

As the days passed, the dialogue changed. Melancholy settled within. Those who had caused him hurt were swept to the side while he considered all the friendships that he’d had over the years that slipped by and disappeared for one reason or another. He imagined seeing some of those guys again; of catching up and hearing how their lives had turned out. He imagined how his story would sound to them. Sad. Pathetic. He could only imagine the swirling gossip surrounding his attempted suicide. Embarrassment hit him hard.

Loneliness was next to hitch a ride. He was certain he’d begun to go crazy when he created imaginary strangers to talk to, but he didn’t care. He told them fun and happy stories; the best parts of him. He hid the worst. He pointed out interesting sights as “they” hiked along. “They” suggested he steer toward DC since he was heading south anyway. Maybe there would be some rescue activity there. He didn’t try to quash their enthusiasm for that plan. He didn’t want to be the one to tell them that he was likely the sole inhabitant of planet earth.

Then “they” started asking him questions about his illness. “Did you try therapy?” “What about medication?”

Therapy hadn’t worked for him, he explained. Why? He didn’t know. Maybe he was different…unfixable.

“You can’t be me,” he thought again. That had always been the bottom line. No one could be him and live the life that he was living. They had their own lives to live. This one was his. They couldn’t take on the burden that he carried. Even if they carried a piece of it with him, he still had to carry the rest. He was the only one who could carry the entire basket. It was his load. It was him. It wasn’t something that could be shared.

And maybe he hadn’t opened up as much as he should have to reap any significant benefits from therapy, but at the time, he just couldn’t fathom asking someone to help him totally undo and rebuild his entire life.

He had tried various medications, yes; on and off for many years. It was often the only thing that remotely touched his depression and anxiety when it got too severe to handle, but it had left him feeling…bland. And if he was being honest with “them”, it often interfered with his ability to keep an erection; not something he was keen to have happen while involved in a relationship.

So instead, he worked hard to hide it…behind a smiling face or a helpful hand, behind a laugh or a busy day of work. He would hide it from everyone. He’d hidden it from Anna for the past three months. He didn’t want anyone to think that he was weak or that he needed help—ever. He didn’t want to ever share that he was overwhelmed. He didn’t even know where to start to try to explain who he really was and what he was really facing.

Their questions grew tougher. “If you knew it was a chemical imbalance in your brain, why did you give in to false thoughts? How had you thought trying to take your life would be any sort of a solution?”

It was exhausting, and every day he had felt the death of a piece of his will to continue. When he’d jumped, he was too tired to care about anything. He had simply wanted to drop his heavy load and be free; to walk away from it and never look back. He had wanted to end. It had been a very bad day in his battle with the parasitic demon.

And then they unleashed the really tough ones. “How could you profess to care about people like Anna, Sarah and Jared, Lisa, and even your sister and parents, and then do that to them? You’ve always wanted to protect people—how was that keeping them from being hurt?”

He didn’t have answers and turned to ignoring “them” instead. He didn’t need to justify himself to them. He’d rather talk with real people anyway.

He missed real people. He missed congested downtown sidewalks, traffic jams, and lines of people eager to buy tea or coffee. He missed movies and television shows; even the damn commercials, and people-watching on the subway. Hugs and holding hands. Smiles. Warmth.

On the seventh day, he finally saw some white light flowing out onto the street. He was wandering the outskirts of abandoned Philadelphia by that point and cautiously crept up the sidewalk, splayed scissors in hand. The light was spilling from a diner and when he peered through the edge of the window, he saw a man sitting at a lunch counter. He was beautifully illuminated with shimmering golden hair and was dressed in a white suit. His tanned skin was radiant. He was sipping from a mug. Sam couldn’t see anyone else, and he didn’t see any lights on. The bright glow spilling out onto the street came directly from the odd man.

He carefully pushed the door open and slowly stepped inside. The glowing man didn’t react; wasn’t startled and didn’t turn his head at the intrusion. Sam walked to within a safe distance and cleared his throat; scissors poised in defense. He could feel a cozy, blanketing heat radiating toward him. He hadn’t felt warm in a week and fought the urge to move closer. The man finally looked his way and smiled, flashing the bluest eyes he’d ever seen.

“Welcome Home, Samuel.”

He awoke on his bed in his condo. The time on his clock suggested it was morning, as did the bright sun outside his window. He shuffled to his front door in response to a gentle knock. Jared? Did he need breakfast? A thick hangover drummed in his head as he peeked through eyes reluctant to open. His living room was as he’d left it. The empty bottle of whiskey sat on his coffee table. His empty glass sat in a puddle of condensation next to it. The sights and the sounds of the city permeated his senses through the open sliding door. In reaching for the doorknob, he took stock of his arm still clothed in the sleeve of the coat; his hand covered by a glove. He felt the toque gripping his head and the gentle scratchiness of the woolen sweater over his dress shirt.

He pulled open his door while wading through the confusion. The sight of the man in the hallway responsible for the knock further sent his head swimming.

“Hi, Samuel,” his dead grandfather said.

He fainted out of sheer exhaustion.

“Am I dead?” He sat on the hardwood of his foyer, leaning his head against the wall. He opened his eyes and saw the blurry figure of the grandfather he’d only known until he was eleven bustling about in his apartment.

“Yes, Samuel.” The elderly gentleman’s voice was as gentle and soothing as he’d always remembered. “Come and have some tea. I’ve brewed a special pot.”

He blinked several times trying to pull the room into focus, watching his grandfather carry a tray to his coffee table in the living room. “Should I be? Dead, I mean?”

Gray eyebrows rose curiously. “Are you asking if you’re in trouble?”

“I guess,” he winced, afraid of the answer.

“What’s done is done. There’s no going back now,” the old man smiled. He cleared the whiskey bottle and glass and returned them to the kitchen before crossing to where Sam sat crumpled on the floor. “You removed yourself from love and journeyed through the winter that such an existence brings, but now you’re Home, wiser for having endured the experience.

“That’s very…poetic, but I guess I was hoping for a yes or no.”

“Do you not feel like you’ve suffered enough in this lifetime? Are you hoping for more trouble?”

Sam shook his head.

“When you close yourself off from love from every direction in which it might shine on you, then you cast yourself into a cold, dim wintry existence—mortal or not. Accept love into your life and you’ll always be warm.”

“So, does that mean I am in trouble…with the big guy? For, you know, walking off my balcony?”

“Samuel.” With twinkling eyes, the old man laughed heartily. “We have much to discuss.” And as if tending to a young child exhausted from a long day of play, he crouched down in front of his grandson and helped him to pull off his winter gloves and unzip the heavy coat. “Let me help you up.”

“I’m okay,” Sam assured him, climbing slowly to his feet. He shook off the heavy coat and let it fall to the floor. “Am I really dead?” He pushed the hat off his head and let that drop, too.

“Yes, Samuel. Come sit over there with me and have some tea.”

“Tea?”

“Yes, tea,” he replied. His blue eyes sparkled from under a withered and aged brow. They always had. An empathetic smile rested on his thin lips.

Sam sucked in a large gulp of air. “My parents?” He’d drafted a note to his father on his phone but hadn’t sent it.

“What about them?”

“We had a…disagreement. My sister? Wait. What day is it?”

“Yes.”

He stared blankly at the man. “Yes?”

His grandfather nodded. “The answer is yes. Yes, life goes on without you. It has no choice, really.” He began a shuffled journey toward the living room, tossing words over his shoulder. “I’m sorry if that disappoints you, but best to get it out of the way right off the top.”

“What day is it?” Sam asked, staring after the old man.

He turned and smiled. “It’s been a week, Samuel. I’m sure you could use a hot cup of tea.”

It was a slow walk across the room. Sam was relieved when he could sit down again. He was so tired. He reached for his cell phone still sitting on the table. The battery was dead. He set it back down. At the end of his couch, his jacket rested bunched in a nonsensical pile; his keys sat on top. His sliding door was now closed; locked. The outside air—the sounds and smells of the bustling city below were no longer invited in. The sun invaded regardless and warmed the floor.

“Is it too bright for you? Do you want me to draw the drapes?”

Sam shook his head. “It’s okay.” He hadn’t seen the sun for a while and wasn’t about to block it from view now.

“This is quite a delightful tea,” his grandfather explained. “Grown on only three bushes, the leaves are each painstakingly painted with goat milk as they grow.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Flavor,” the old man replied. “Here, have a cup.” He handed Sam a finger bowl of steaming amber liquid. “Little sips. Let it roll around your tongue before you swallow. Focus on the taste first and then how it feels as it runs down your throat.”

He did as the man asked and nodded. “It’s nice.”

“Pricey as hell. Your father bought it for me the Christmas before I died; showing off how much he could spend on gifts.” His grandfather didn’t sound angry or disappointed. He might as well have said the sky was blue or the tea was hot. “But I really enjoy it,” he added. “Save it for special days.”

“Today is a special day?”

“You’ve turned a page and have started a new chapter. I’d say it’s a day worth noting.” His grandfather reached into his pocket and pulled out a small golden pebble, reaching across the table to hand it to him.

“I don’t understand.”

“Which part?”

“All of it,” he whispered, looking around at his apartment.

Sam fingered that stone in his hand while he listened to his grandfather talk for hours, explaining his transition Home and answering his questions about the place and how things worked and why. He drank tea and slowly felt refreshed; regained some mental clarity and energy. They nibbled on cheese and crackers and slices of melon. He took stock of his anxiety level and found it nonexistent—the beast with the icy claws had vacated his chest. He felt a sense of calm he hadn’t felt in forever. And then he finally asked, “Is it okay for me to be Home?”

The old man smiled. “You weren’t well, Samuel. You know that. You battled “your demon” for many years and it was tiring. Could you have carried on for a little longer? Maybe. Would that time have been better? Made a difference? Who knows? Good days and bad, right? But it doesn’t matter anymore. What’s done is done. Whether or not it’s okay is the wrong question. Being here is the fact. Accept that and work on healing. Remember, you had a plan and that plan included coming Home when you did.”

“But the way I got here…that place. I was all alone.”

“If you’d arrived differently, how would that have impacted on the plan?”

He shrugged.

“And you were never truly alone. Someone has always been there watching over you, like me. Understand. Accept. Heal,” his grandfather repeated.

“How do I do that?”

“That’s what you have me for,” he grinned. “I know you hate therapy, but talking to me or others will help, and I’ll get you out there enjoying life; show you some tricks. But honestly, deep reflection takes time. You need to gather all your data, all the pieces, to truly understand how they fit together. You must do the work, and we can talk about the pieces as you go along, but it’s still going to take time before you’ll truly understand not only your inner journey, but the big picture as well.”
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