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  For Lee and Shaun.




  Thanks for slapping me when I needed slapping.




  




  




  Prologue




  





  





  July 1863, outside Salem, Indiana




  





  I cannot die.




  The words rage through the farmer’s head, punctuate his frenzied breathing, clench his bloody hands into fists. He raises those hands to his face and laughs at the clumps of hair and shreds of skin still pasted to the blood.




  “I cannot die,” he says, as if to remind the corpses at his feet.




  Three words, no more than arrogant bravado when spoken by fanciful children or self-aggrandizing men, yet now a mind-numbing reality. A statement of fact. A promise to keep.




  He rips off what’s left of his tattered shirt and wipes blood onto his unblemished chest.




  All gone, he thinks. Every gunshot, every bayonet wound, gone. The last sliver of ripped skin seals shut at this thought like a tiny red mouth closing across his belly.




  He surveys the holocaust around him. An hour ago, his farm had been a portrait of peace, with hand-planted corn and soybean encircling his one-room house, the air rich with his sweat and spirit. Now bodies litter the landscape. Blood oozes from mouths, noses, ears, blackening the soil into mud, melting into the Confederate gray of their uniforms, pooling in dozens of sightless eyes. He had lost count as he killed them, trapped as he was in his bloodlust, but he can discern at least ten bodies strewn about him, legs bent beneath backs, arms splayed out like common beggars.




  They didn’t suffer enough. Not for what they took. Not for what they did...




  He clamps off the thought, knowing he would have to deal with Irene in due time. He wants to revel in his hatred, dance in the death, embrace the unbound power and make it his own. The farmer swirls through the corpses, kicks leaking bellies, steps on shattered faces. He remembers the rebels’ laughter as their bullets ripped through his body and brought him down, their screams as he rose, again and again. He took their blows, their shots and their stabs, his madness numbing the pain, and tore through their ranks as his wounds disappeared into memory. He giggles, recalling the feel of the blade piercing this one’s gut, the bubbling gurgle of a round through that one’s neck.




  I cannot die.




  The soldiers’ own terror had undone them. They saw his ravaged flesh mend itself, scrambled in confused fear as the farmer kept coming. Using their weapons against them had been child’s play. Not even the captain, with his beastly, lunatic face, after all his boasting and chuckling, had summoned enough fortitude to fight back.




  He feels no remorse. These men had brought the war to him. He had heard reports of Brigadier General Morgan rampaging through southern Indiana, his soldiers torching bridges and depots, taking over towns, yelling rebellion all the while. The farmer avoided the war from the onset, deciding to let the fanatics fight it out. He wasn’t an abolitionist at heart, didn’t have a problem with the South’s propensity for slaves, but he never needed them either. He preferred to man his own farm, keep for himself the pride of watching life grow from earth. When Morgan captured nearby Salem, the farmer’s nerves tightened, yet he still believed his land sat far enough away from the city to avoid the interest of the Rebels.




  A midnight knock on his door told him otherwise.




  They had invaded the boundaries of his home, his home, and made themselves kings. They dismantled and uprooted and consumed.




  They maimed, and they raped.




  He falls to his knees as he recognizes the gold buttons running down the frock coat of the captain. He can’t remember killing the officer and curses. He wanted to relish that one, kill him slowly, spitting in his eye all the while. But when the rage came over him, when the power had consumed him, it stole his reason and replaced it with violence. His mind succumbed to the frenzy, bowed to the madness. Their faces became one as he slaughtered; blurs of dirty skin and horrified eyes begging to be delivered from the demon in their midst. But the captain’s face...that inhuman face...




  A moan sounds behind him. The farmer snatches a nearly decapitated rebel’s bayonet from the corpse’s hand and spins towards the noise. The moan is familiar, feminine.




  Irene.




  She lies where the soldiers left her, her broken body crumpled against the steps leading up the farmer’s front porch, her blood- and semen-stained legs spread across the dirt below. She’s alive, he thinks, and sprints across crops and bodies to his wife.




  Despite the groans creeping from her blood-gummed lips, Irene looks as dead as the Confederates in the field. Both her eyes are swollen shut. Blood and snot leak from her shattered nose. Her blouse, given to her by the farmer on their first wedding anniversary and worn every Saturday since, hangs from one shoulder, its shredded sleeves rustling in the slight breeze. Her skirt had long since been ripped away.




  Collapsing to his knees beside her, the farmer reaches for his wife’s face, then stops. Her lips move, tremble, but no words slip out. She turns her head towards him. Tears form and roll.




  Weak. The word slithers into his mind, unwanted yet fearless. Irene moans again as if in response.




  The farmer closes his eyes and tries to silence the new voice in his head, a voice his own but bloated with contempt.




  Look at her.




  He obeys. Her mouth has opened, maybe a silent plea for help, perhaps a final confession of love. Her fingers spasm as if accompanying the player piano in the farmer’s favorite saloon. Her legs, bruised and slick from the thrusting rebels, bend and straighten in rhythm to her fluttering breaths.




  Weakweakweakwe—




  No! He screams to quiet the words. The rage returns, the desire to destroy. He stumbles up the porch steps, away from his wife, and smashes his fist through the windowpane leading to his home’s single room. Shards cleave his flesh, and fire grips his arm. He screams again, more in fury than pain, and slams his other fist through what remains of the shattered window. Red glass drips from his arms as he withdraws them and cradles them against his bare chest.




  But the glass doesn’t fall of its own accord, nor is it merely obeying the laws of gravity. His arms expel the shards like a child spitting out his vegetables, forcing them through layers of flesh to fall onto the wooden patio. The gushing slices left behind shrivel and close; the pain vanishes. He wipes blood from the skin of his forearm and searches for a scar, but no sign that he was ever injured remains.




  A calmness descends, blankets him, coos to the fury in his head and demands he open his inner eye. He does so, and is reborn...




  ... into a world of his making, a world without aching back and blistered hands, without the leering faces of humans turned animal ...




  ... into a power of his design, the power to decide what will be, to decide that his life shall be more than mending broken fields and broken spirits, more than nursing a used and soiled woman back to a health she will never find again, to a happiness her mind will reach for but never grasp ...




  ... into freedom ...




  ... into godhood.




  The stench of death flows around him. The stench of the Reaper wafting from the bodies in the field and stealing from the body on his porch. He hears the faint buzz of approaching flies. His hands drift across his chest, arms, and face, searching for wounds that never were.




  That smell will never claim me. The Reaper...he will never find me. He spits a wad of congealed blood from his mouth. It lands on his wife’s chest, settles over her fading heartbeat.




  She is weak, he thinks. And I will never die.




  He smiles, an apocalyptic fissure. Eyeing the distant fires of Salem and the waiting world beyond, he descends the steps and follows the flames.




  Irene grasps for his leg as he passes. The farmer never feels it.




   




  PART 1: FIRST DEATH




  





  





  





  




  CHAPTER 1




  





  "This is gonna be a bad one," Jack Chandler said. He pulled the ambulance to a stop near the ladder truck and police cruisers that had already made the scene and leapt from his door a second ahead of his partner.




  The carnage spread across the freeway, fires burning over twisted metal, glass and blood strewn across the lanes. Jack noticed at least three bodies, as warped and broken as the cars from which they must have flown. Some of Jack's fellow paramedics had already triaged the victims and were treating the most critically wounded. He counted five cars involved in the crash, maybe six. More of the injured and dead still waited inside of their mangled vehicles. A tiny foreign job lay trapped beneath a much heavier luxury sedan. What looked to once have been a raincloud-gray sports car rested on its open convertible top, flames spitting skyward and resisting the firemen's best efforts to douse them. The third vehicle, a top-heavy SUV flattened into chaos on the passenger side, sprawled across the top of a pickup truck.




  A large, red pickup truck.




  Jack breathed deep, told himself to relax, it was bound to happen one day, he could do this, he was a professional.




  "You okay, partner?" Mario put a hand on Jack's shoulder and nudged him towards the scene.




  "I'll be fine," Jack said. "Let's go."




  "You say so."




  They ran towards a woman curled into a ball on the freeway a few feet in front of the red truck, and he fought off the memories: Karen, and screaming, and gnarled red metal blending into so much blood.




  Jack knelt next to the unmoving woman and opened his medic bag as Mario checked her pulse.




  "Nothing," Mario said. Flashing lights painted his face a psychedelic tapestry of blue and red. "Must've just happened or someone would already be working her."




  The shadow of the truck swallowed Jack as he knelt beside the lady. The sun blasted his back, ignoring the shadow and seeming to blister him through his blue fire department shirt. The heat ricocheted off the truck, brightening the crimson paint into arterial spray, just as it had last summer. The pickup's license plate was inches from Jack's eyes, crumpled into illegibility.




  F City. It says F City.




  No! It doesn't!




  "Jack."




  He was aware of movement, a man beating on the woman's chest, heat from the flames scattered throughout the scene, sweat pouring from his brow, the truck, the return of the pain ...




  "Jack!" Mario slammed a fist into Jack’s shoulder in between the chest compressions he was slamming into the woman. "Jack, tube her, goddammit."




  Jack shook his head, cursed. He reached into his bag, located the laryngoscope and endotracheal tube by touch, and tossed an ambu bag to an EMT running towards them. Jack scooted towards the victim's head, tilted it back and shone the scope's light past her tongue, used the blade to pry open the blood-caked lips, and gently slid the breathing tube between her fleshy white vocal cords. The EMT, a wide-eyed young rookie, had attached the ambu bag to an oxygen tank. The rookie - Darren, Jack remembered, his name is Darren - placed the bag over the lady's mouth, fit the bag's connector to the top of the breathing tube, and squeezed pure oxygen into her lungs.




  Mario grunted with the exertion of his compressions. Jack considered offering his partner a break and trading duties for a while, but knew Mario's stubborn pride would keep him pounding the poor woman's chest until he passed out next to her. Instead, Jack maneuvered around his partner’s arms and ripped open the woman's shirt, positioned the EKG pads, hooked the monitor to the cables, glanced at her face...gasped.




  Stop it, Jack, it's not her. You know that. It's not her.




  But the hair, the onyx-black hair, matted into sticky chunks of blood and asphalt. The high cheekbones under skin the shade of lightly creamed coffee. The slightly upturned nose, the full lips, Karen's full lips...




  His breathing rattled and stopped. Sweat dripped, burned his eyes.




  "Jack, if you don't get your head in the game, do us a favor and back the fuck up."




  He knew Mario didn't mean to be harsh; he had been the driving force behind Jack's recovery after the accident last year, and he understood Jack's pain better than anyone. But Mario's mind always narrowed into a laser-tight tunnel during these calls. When not in the field, a surgeon couldn't wipe the smile off Mario's face, but nothing could turn him from his duty when lives depended on him. He had saved Jack's, and showed no signs of ever stopping. Jack felt a sudden wave of love for the man, the music of men become brothers.




  But Jack's head wasn't listening. It was stuck in the past, cradling Karen in his arms and watching her breathing slow, slow, stop. It was screaming into the musty night air, screaming towards a sky he had grown up foolishly believing housed a god of mercy and love. Shrieking and dying inside, one diminishing heartbeat at a time.




  A powerful hand pushed him backwards, and he skidded on his ass across the scalding concrete. He looked at Mario, expecting to see disappointment, possibly anger, in his friend's eyes, but saw only pity. Mario stared back for a moment – We'll talk later, his gaze said – then returned to the woman.




  Another medic, this one even greener than Darren but without the confidence, started an IV with hands that shook like they were holding a jackhammer. Epinepherine and atropine were pushed through. The EKG line stayed flat on the monitor, an external pacemaker was put on, and they were throwing her on a stretcher and racing back to the ambulance before Jack could regain his trembling legs.




  The scene swam back into focus. Cops and firefighters raced by him, blurs in his unseeing eyes. Sobs from the survivors and screams of the wounded riddled his ears. His mind recycled his pain: The truck is red. Karen is dead. F City killed her.




  Mario stopped him as he reached the ambulance and tried to slide into his usual spot in the back. The woman lay on the stretcher, bouncing up and down as Darren continued CPR.




  "I'll take this one," Mario said, and flashed his movie star grin. "Think you can drive, buddy?"




  Jack nodded and climbed into the cab.




  





  * * *




  





  One more time. I’ll try it one more time.




  The church was small and nondescript, only recognizable as a place of worship by the large sign lining the adjacent street: Our Lady Catholic Church – No Jesus, No Peace; Know Jesus, Know Peace. With its flat brown bricks and unaesthetic design, Our Lady looked old and tired, more like a day care for the indigent than a house of God. Yet Jack had never seen the lot empty, not since Karen first brought him here after a handful of dates, and the parishioners always crammed into the pews like too many cattle in an undersized corral.




  He parked his car in the back of the lot beneath the shade of a maple tree; Karen had sought out the tree and its cooling shadow every Sunday, preferring to walk an extra thirty yards and sit in exiting traffic an extra ten minutes than return from a soul-healing mass to the scalding leather of her old Isuzu Rodeo. Using the shade as an excuse to procrastinate, Jack leaned against his car and allowed the past to tap him on the shoulder.




  “It has to be here,” Karen had said. Her black hair shone blue in the midsummer rays. Her eyes, as delicate a brown as her skin, glittered with excitement and sunlight. “All my sacraments have been at Our Lady. We have to get married here, too.”




  “But it’s so small,” Jack said. “I thought you wanted a big wedding.”




  “Big for us, yeah. But it’s not like we have hundreds of family members lining up for invites. And even if you had the entire fire department here, there’d still be room for the twenty or thirty people I want to invite.”




  “Twenty or thirty? That includes Susan, right?” He arched an eyebrow at his fiancée.




  “Sure, Jack, and I’ll tell her to wear that piece of floss she calls a bikini, just for you.”




  Jack had smiled and waited for the punch to his arm that always followed a comment about Karen’s attractive sister. When she didn’t lash out, Jack leaned down and whispered into her ear, “She’s not half as beautiful as my future wife.” Karen grinned.




  The punch had come five minutes later, when he wasn’t prepared at all.




  Karen had gotten her way, of course, partly because Jack couldn’t give a damn where they got married, but mostly because he liked to give her what she wanted. Anything to see that smile illuminate her face, the smile that weakened his knees and constricted his chest from the moment their eyes had first made contact.




  How amazing she had looked inside that tiny, homely church, how resplendent in her ivory gown, both the dress and her skin more brilliant for their contrasting hues. Jack had stood at the altar, Mario’s smile a physical presence behind him, even Dan seeming to enjoy the moment, and the nervous sweat on his brow evaporated under the warming flush of pride. Jack Chandler, perennial bench player, had swung for the fences, and the trophy was walking down the aisle towards him.




  Today, however, the diamond was bare; the bleachers, empty. No one would slap him on the back, grip his hand with envious shakes, or tell him how Karen was so far out of his league. All that waited inside that chapel were the Sunday Stoned, feet tapping the floor, eyes watching the clock, faces forever blank, feigning brotherly love only to lay on their horns the second another car even thought about asking to cut in while leaving the parking lot.




  Why am I here? Yesterday’s accident scene had hit him harder than he thought – the two hours of sleep he'd managed to covet last night attested to that – but the red truck had knocked him down for the ten count. He was disgusted at his unprofessionalism, his weakness when faced with a scene that only vaguely resembled his own tragedy. He had lost it, plain and simple, seen the wreck from a distance, a cloudy sky-view, too afraid to fly closer, but his traitorous mind had opened the subconscious vault and let loose the details. He could’ve locked them back up, buried them beneath the fear of acceptance as he’d done for a year, but he let the memories run rampant and bring him to his knees once more.




  Only self-deprecation could’ve gotten him back to Our Lady, and he thought, I’m a selfish prick.




  But was it so wrong, riding the hatred wherever it took him? He stood here, sweating even under Karen’s sacred maple shade, staring at a building he had visited every week for years. But only the brick and mortar remained the same. Inside would be hell.




  Jack grew up as a two-timer, going to church twice a year, on Christmas and Easter. At best, his parents were lackluster in their spirituality, but they stressed the importance of those two days in securing his membership as a Good Christian. God was a hermit to Jack, and the church His cave. After his parents died, he didn’t see any reason to pay the Old Man a visit anymore.




  Karen changed that. She had dragged his reluctant complaints inside Our Lady’s walls and made him listen. Karen listened; she lived what Father Knotts preached. She would lock her eyes on the altar, following every move of the priest’s lips or gazing upon the way-too-realistic statue of the hanging Christ, and Jack would lock his eyes on her. He saw the faith in her baby browns, her comfort within that sanctuary, the way she slid into her favorite pew as if melting into a hot bath after a back-breaking, feet-numbing day. Her shoulders would straighten, her lips curl into a pseudo-smile only Jack could see for what it was: utter, unfiltered contentment for a God she felt herself a part of and a God who snatched her from this Earth like a celestial hit-and-run, more damning than the actual truck that ended her life. God, that greatest of all betrayers, had rewarded Karen’s faith with a one-way ticket to F City.




  Jack knew he wasn’t the first widower to spurn the Creator; he saw it almost daily at his job. But none of the other mourning spouses had lost a Karen, grace made flesh, an angel given bones. Selfish, self-pitying thoughts or not, only two options remained to Jack: either God didn’t exist, or He was the biggest fucking charlatan in His own narcissistic kingdom.




  Either way, Jack hadn’t set foot in Our Lady since Karen died. And he needed to see if it had changed, if the words spoken inside still carried the weight of Karen’s conviction. The accident scene had proven he was not as healed as he wanted to believe, so even if the church was a straw, he was willing to grasp at it. At least this once.




  Last chance, Lady. He strode across the parking lot like a knight to a dragon, ready to fight for his girl.




  Father Knotts’s familiar baritone filled the chapel as Jack opened Our Lady’s doors. The priest’s voice, gravelly and thick with decades of tar and nicotine, took full advantage of the church’s impressive acoustics, drilling into every ear in the chapel without the aid of a microphone.




  “In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”




  Well, Jack thought, recognizing the Mass’s greeting, I’m on time. Karen would fist bump me for that, at least.




  The chapel was standing-room only. Parishioners sat thigh to sweaty thigh in the three sections of pews, and probably in the few upstairs rows too. Men and women stood plastered against the back and side walls, holding squirmy children close lest they – gasp – reflect poorly on the family.




  The sounds of impatience already tittered through the room. Women rustled through purses under the guise of ensuring their cell phones were on vibrate or hunting for some crackers for Junior. Men stared through the walls, or at the pretty Asian in the third pew, second from the right, perhaps thinking of the baseball game they watched last night. The room stunk of hypocrisy.




  Jack squeezed himself into a space too narrow for a man half his size. He kept his head low, his eyes lower, wanting to avoid recognition and the sure-to-follow whispers: Look, honey, its Jack Whatshisname...didn’t his wife...haven’t seen him...looks so sad.




  But his curiosity was too strong to fight, and he looked up from his shoes after the First Reading. With pink and purple asters, white and gold chrysanthemums, dried flowers of blue and green and red scattered across the stage, the altar resembled a funeral display. The wooden walls were bare behind the pulpit as was customary during Ordinary Time. A Holy Water font protruded from the back wall. Multi-pronged vigil candles waited patiently for their time to shine, and the entire set-up was bisected by the towering priest. From high above the altar, Jesus watched it all from his cross.




  “The Lord be with you,” Father Knotts said, extending his arms towards his flock.




  “And also with you.” Hundreds of hands reached for the priest. Jack’s stayed in his lap.




  Nausea rolled through him. He shut his eyes, blocking out the Son of God, but the Messiah’s face darkened in his mind, his hair blackened into shoulder-length curls, his features softened from anguish to beauty, and Karen was smiling at Jack behind his closed lids. He heard Father Knotts’s voice in the distance, heard singing followed by a parishioner reading something arcane from the Good Book, but only his wife’s face made sense.




  Come on, Jack, he chided. Move on already. Let her g—




  The smile on her face vanished, her eyes narrowed, and she spoke. “It should’ve been you.” She spoke in Jack’s own voice.




  I know, sweetie, I know. I would trade my life for yours if I...but would he? He wouldn’t subject anyone to the anguish he lived with, especially not the love of his life. But she would be stronger than him, she always had been, and she damn well wouldn’t be sitting in this church a year after his death, fighting a losing war against her terror and tears. She would never hate the One who stole her away.




  He started to stand and leave, but stopped. Father Knotts had started the homily, and Jack remembered how angry Karen used to get when a parishioner would so rudely interrupt what she saw as the most important part of the mass. She would chain Jack to his pew until the last note of the final song faded into the woodwork. So he settled into the polished mahogany of the bench and tried to find even a modicum of comfort. Knotts’s words were a buzz, unintelligible through the turmoil of Jack’s inner dialogue.




  The rustles of restlessness increased as the priest neared the end of his sermon, something about living the Word even after leaving the church. Jack bit back a laugh; he could almost hear a collective “Get on with it!”from the crowd as the homily entered its tenth minute.




  He scanned the chapel, searching for anyone still listening, anyone with eyes that glowed with an undying love for their God like Karen’s had every day he had known her. Not a one. However, he did see an old friend in the congregation, sitting inconspicuously near the back of the middle section of pews. More of an acquaintance, really – Jack was only fifty percent sure his name was Thomas – but he had heard through common friends in the firehouse that Thomas’s mother had just lost her campaign against cancer. And miracle of miracles, here was the grieving son in the house of God. Jack tried to remember the last time he and Karen had seen Thomas at church and came up blank. But mix in a personal tragedy, rock the luxury boat and throw your white picket fences overboard, and the survivors come running to the Lady and her Son.




  “Let us pray to the Lord,” Father Knotts said.




  “Lord, hear our prayers.” Thomas joined the others in the ingrained response.




  Goddamn hypocrite, Jack thought, and grinned when a lightning bolt failed to strike his blasphemous ass dead.




  The collection plate came and went, littered with IOU’s that would never be filled. The bread and wine were consumed. The prayer-mongers recited their weekly vows, those Sunday reminders that would get them through the next six days calamity-free. “It is right to give Him thanks and praise.” Monotone. Robotic.




  Enough. Jack rose, using the shambling hordes waiting for the Eucharist as cover from what he thought of as the Usher Nazis, that cream of the heavenly crop whose sole purpose in life was to shoot nasty, patronizing looks to early departers.




  He pushed the double doors leading to the parking lot harder than necessary, and as they took their time swinging closed behind him, he heard Father Knotts still booming and preaching with only the occasional reminder that the new basketball court will cost X amount of dollars to repair, and it is your duty to aid in this financial emergency.




  He suddenly couldn’t get far enough away. He ran to his car, his eyes blurring, his head screaming, wishing Karen's God would scream back.




  Don’t ever come here again. She’s dead. And the dead don’t come back.




  Behind him, the congregation chanted to no one.




  “Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again.”




   




  CHAPTER 2




  





  Daniel Young wanted to die.




  That had been the dominant thought in his head since The Incident. Through the sweaty classrooms and drunken amnesia of college, he had wished to die. Plodding through the halls of judgment and oppression known as high school, he had craved the infamy death would bring him. Did you hear about Dan? He was so quiet, such a nice guy. We should’ve talked to him more. Wait...Dan who? Even earlier, as he entered the eternal middle school struggle to “find yourself” and “define the person you are becoming” – he could still hear a generic potpourri of his teachers’ voices repeating the phrases as Gospel – Dan yearned for a release, reached for something more but knowing it was not to be grasped in this world.




  I’ve defined myself, alright, and it’s not pretty. How proud my teachers would be now.




  How many hospitals did this trip make? Four? Five maybe? He couldn’t remember, they all blurred together, just dreary rooms with plastic mattresses on creaking beds, pastel walls meant to soothe but succeeding only in instigating sudden bouts of nausea, and that ever-present stench of age and waste - but this time had been Dan’s most dire effort, his deepest cut yet. His attempts were inching ever closer to the desired goal with each try, so he figured he could be at least a little proud about that. His cowardice was finally caving under his relentless desire to die.




  He rubbed his wrists, grimaced as a scab popped off in his fingers, and felt the bite of the blade as if it had slid through his flesh just seconds ago. So primitive, he thought. So brutal. But I guess that’s why it works the best. Better than sitting in my car again and opening the garage door just before passing out. Too much time to think in the garage. Too much time to think how she—




  Footsteps echoed in the hallway, and he found himself hoping they belonged to Jack. His friend had yet to visit him this time, but Dan knew he would come as sure as the sun would rise and once more fail to bring him warmth. Jack was always there, had been since before the days of deepened voices and armpit hair, and he was usually the voice on the phone as Dan panicked after a night of drinking, drugging, or in this instance, slicing. After all of Jack’s late night dashes to Dan’s house and the tortured soul inside, Dan figured he owed him at least five figures’ worth of gas money.




  The footsteps ended just outside his door, and Dan heard his chart being pulled from its holder. Great. Another doctor. As long as it’s not Dr. Donahue.




  No sooner had the name scurried across Dan’s brain than the psychiatrist stepped through the doorway. Dan knew how this would go, thought he could perform the conversation on his own with a high degree of accuracy, but kept his mouth shut and waited for Dr. Donahue to begin his lecture.




  “What was it this time? What earth-shattering tragedy is responsible for your promotion from pills to a razor blade? Tired of getting your stomach pumped?”




  The harshness of the question stunned Dan for a moment; this was new. “They let you keep your license with that compassion, Doc?” he asked.




  Donahue took off his glasses in a sweeping gesture that reminded Dan of a prosecutor about to reveal to the jury the final shocking nail in the defendant’s coffin. The psychiatrist was rotund, his white coat the size of custom curtains yet still bulging at the single-buttoned waist. Pink splotches dotted his walrus-mustached face, and Dan could never recall seeing him without a thin sheen of perspiration across his brow. Donahue pointed the spectacles at Dan and told him in a huffed, perpetually out-of-breath voice, “I have compassion for those who try to help themselves, Danny.”




  Dan flinched. He hated being called Danny, and this mountain of sweat and bristles never failed to strike that nerve.




  The doctor shook his head, took a deep breath, placed his glasses back onto his spectacularly wide and flat nose, and continued. “You never stay in rehab for more than a few days. You’re only partially compliant at best with your meds. You don’t call me when you feel suicidal. Instead, you pull sh...stuff like this, get everybody riled up, and I’m supposed to come in and save the day. Thank God you always freak out and come to your senses before doing any real damage. That sound about right, Danny?”




  “First off, Doc, my name is Dan. Second, it’s okay to say ‘shit’ in front of me. I won’t tell. You can say ‘fuck’ and ‘asshole’ and anything else too. Third—”




  “Is this all a joke to you, Danny? Do you think you’re fooling anybody? You’re screaming for help every time you do this – I know, I know, it’s straight Psych 101 textbook shit – but you refuse to let anyone in as to why you need so much help.” Donahue pulled a chair closer to Dan’s bed and sat. The chair’s bindings groaned. “Frankly, I don’t know why I stay on your case.”




  Dan lowered his gaze, suddenly ashamed to meet the enormous man eye to eye. The doctor wasn’t following the script – Let’s up your meds, get you into some more counseling, and we’ll go from there, okay, Danny? – and Dan didn’t know how to handle it. His fuck-the-world attitude wasn’t flying with the doc anymore, and he wasn’t sure he had a backup approach.




  Donahue had seen Dan through some of the troubled young man’s roughest times, and more than one botched, half-hearted attempt at suicide. But Dan had never told the doctor, nor any of his court-appointed psychologists or social workers or voodoo bullshit artists, about The Incident, even though he understood that therapy was only beneficial if the kook in question opened up completely and divulged every dirty desire and sinful transgression in his past. Pills only calmed the storm if the patient took initiative to fight through to the eye and confront the demons lurking there. But The Incident was his and his alone; he would deal with it his way, and if that road led to an early, self-inflicted death, then, well, that brought him back to fuck-the-world.




  “Danny,” Dr. Donahue said, “can you tell me what set you off this time? Have you been taking your Lexapro and your Seroquel? We can up the dose, you know ...”




  Dan closed his eyes and smiled. Familiar ground always felt so much safer.




  





  * * *




  





  When Jack walked into the hospital room, Dan had just awoken from a disjointed nap laced with bloody razors and spewing arteries. His friend sat at the bedside, a look of gravity on his face. The expression reminded Dan of the first time he had met the boy who would become his brother.




  Fourth grade had been a tumultuous time for Daniel Young. His mind was proving less moldable to his teachers than they would have liked, and even at this young age Dan knew that school would never be his proverbial cup of tea. Moreover, he was still searching for his first cup of anything at all. His dreams of playing middle school athletics shattered beneath the weight of bigger and better kids’ taunts.




  He was too small for football, too short for basketball, too uncoordinated for baseball, and those kids who had grown up playing sports under the protection of Mom and Dad’s encouraging words and bottomless wallets, neither of which his own mother possessed, never failed to remind him that being the last kid picked for the team was a stain he would never rub off. So when the wrestling rotation rolled around and Chris Ogden, neighborhood bully with his crew-cut and veins in his arms and Dear God in Heaven his actual mustache, was drawn to face him in the first match, Dan feared for his life.




  “Start limping,” a voice behind him said. Dan, trying to fade into nothingness among the crowd of gawking nine- and ten-year-olds huddled around the wrestling mat, turned to see a slightly taller yet infinitely more mature-looking boy.




  Pulling up his gym shorts, which seemed to have some sort of magnetic attraction to the floor, Dan muttered the words that the two friends would laugh over for the next two decades: “Uh...huh?”




  The taller boy’s face, somehow too angular and serious for a fourth grader, shifted from concern to amusement in less than a breath. “Uh...huh?” he mimicked, but Dan didn’t get offended the way he might have if one of the school bullies, perhaps a Chris Ogden, had said it; he could tell by the mischief in this new kid’s eyes that he meant no harm. “I said start limping. Coach’ll let you sit, and I’ll wrestle this twit. My name’s Jack.”




  Still unsure as to what exactly was transpiring but trusting this kid for a reason too primitive for his ten-year-old mind to comprehend, Dan turned to Coach Norman and said, “Coach, I think I twisted my ankle.” He hobbled towards the gym instructor, trying to impersonate wounded ballplayers he’d seen on TV.




  Coach Norman rolled his eyes and mumbled something under his breath about pansies and weaklings. Just as Norman’s eyes began to scan the crowd of kids for a replacement wrestler with the guts to take on Ogden, Dan’s new friend stepped forward, raised his hand, and said, “I’ll wrestle Ogden if it’s okay with you, Coach.”




  Norman studied the boy. Jack wasn’t a big kid, but neither was he puny. He only came up to Ogden’s underarms (he and Dan would laugh about the odor wafting from those dark pits for hours later that afternoon), but Norman must have seen something he liked in Jack.




  “Sure thing, bud,” Norman said. “Let’s see what you got.”




  What Jack had was a starving wolf’s tenacity; he attacked Ogden like a rifle shot, dipping and ducking beneath the larger boy’s arms and sweeping the size tens from under him. Ogden thrashed on the floor and tried to right himself, but Jack subdued the bully in a series of movements too quick to decipher. Dan thought he saw Jack throw a not-so-subtle elbow into Ogden’s nose as they grappled, and the bully’s tears a few seconds later confirmed it.




  Jack never spoke to Ogden after the match; he simply stood, glared at the bigger boy for a second, and joined Dan in the throng of flabbergasted onlookers. Coach Norman laughed and stepped over the still prone Ogden on his way to deliver Jack a hearty shoulder slap.




  After school, Jack was waiting for Dan by the bus stop, and the two had eased into their friendship without a word about why Jack had volunteered to wrestle Chris Ogden. Dan thought about broaching the subject thousands of times over their school-age years, but never did for several reasons. First, he already knew the answer: Jack had seen a weaker boy in trouble, a boy without the heart or fortitude to stand up for himself and slam his fist into a bully’s grinning teeth, and he had intervened to set right what he saw as wrong. It was that simple. Ogden never messed with Dan, or any other smaller kid, after the wrestling match; Jack had opened Ogden’s eyes as surely as he had shut his mouth.




  The main reason, however, that Dan never discussed that day in the gym was pure fear. Jack lived in a world Dan could only view from the outside, a land of confidence and swagger. A place where the right words always rolled off the tongue, where good grades and better friends came easy, and although Jack was never jock enough to attract the A-list girls, he managed to charm his way into the hearts of girls Dan could only gawk at. Jack lived life in color, while Dan hung on the periphery in a black-and-white silent movie, and his greatest fear was that Jack would realize this fact and decide to quit wasting time on a screw-up like Daniel Young.




  Jack looked after him, quick with the perfect quip or the most unexpected and efficient joke whenever Dan let life unload on him. They held each other up through the standard high school hells, with Jack doing the vast majority of the holding. They kept in touch while attending different colleges, taking turns driving the three hours to one another’s campuses to hang out on weekends. Jack dropped out after two years, but not from a lack of effort or will; he had simply known what he wanted to do, had understood that his role on this earth was to help the less fortunate, and the fire department had beckoned. Even then he had helped Dan through his classes, slapped him in the head when it began to hang, and Jack’s was the loudest voice in the stadium when Dan walked the stage to grab his diploma.




  But the failures only accumulated after graduation. His business degree did nothing for him in the real world, where personality and drive meant more than his C average could atone for. Jumping from job to shitty job, sometimes getting fired after his boredom crept its way into his attitude, other times walking out for no better reason than that the paint on the walls surrounding his cubicle depressed him. Dan drifted through his twenties in a haze of self-disgust, harboring unattained dreams of a gorgeous woman by his side and respectful coworkers gracing an office to which he loved to go each morning.




  And through it all, from their initial meeting in the elementary school gym to his first bout with suicide, even after his best friend started calling Mario Zarella to throw darts on Saturdays instead of Dan, Jack Chandler stood by him with support and hope...




  ...and pity. Now, as Jack stared at him through eyes dripping with compassion and a smile ripe with regret, Dan felt for the first time a twinge of anger towards his friend.




  “How’s the wrist?” Jack asked.




  “You sound like Donahue.”




  “Did the good doctor ask how you’re gonna manage to crank off with that bandage around your arm? Because that was my next question.”




  “Uh...huh?”




  Jack smiled, but his eyes displayed something Dan had grown accustomed to seeing since Karen died: a bitter, unfettered sorrow.




  Dan watched his friend and savior’s eyes fog over, and he knew Jack was seeing his wife again. He had been amazed at Jack’s strength after Karen’s death, although Jack would never admit to being stronger than a frightened child. Dan saw the stages of grief unfold before his voyeuristic eyes: the cursing of any god who might be listening, the shattering grief as Jack logged through Karen’s belongings and stayed to his side of the bed as he slept, and the gradual acceptance of both his beloved’s death and that death’s finality.




  Dan could never have recovered from a loss so traumatic – he knew and accepted that. He would’ve caved in, simply curled up in the world’s corner and closed his eyes. So how did Jack carry on? How did those smiles, even the ones filled with empathy for his suicidal friend, manage to find their way to his face, a face that had aged a decade in this past year yet lost none of its confidence or vitality? To what inner rope did Jack grasp to hang on to this life, when Dan would rather twist the rope into a noose?




  Jack could accept the death of his wife, while Dan couldn’t accept the color of his workspace’s paint. A familiar self-pity tried to creep into Dan’s core at the harshness of this truth, but a wave of jealousy engulfed the sadness.




  Stop it, Dan. This is Jack, for God’s sake.




  But, he realized in a flash of disturbing honesty, maybe that was why he was angry. It was always Jack.
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