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      The anger moved in eighteen months ago, never left, never paid rent.

      The argument had been about the dishwasher.

      Not really. It never was.

      It started with me making an offhand comment about the way Erin loaded it. Erin went very quiet. The kind of quiet that meant the dishwasher wasn’t the point at all.

      I knew it. I said nothing. Saying nothing was easier than admitting I knew exactly what I’d done.

      She took her wine downstairs.

      I came up to my office.

      That was forty minutes ago.

      I sat at my desk in the suffocating heat of a Tuesday in July. My laptop fan screamed at full speed. A half-eaten granola bar went stale beside the keyboard. A low, grinding resentment sat right behind my sternum.

      I never used to feel this way.

      I wasn’t angry about the dishwasher. I was angry that I spoke at all.

      You always do this, Erin told me last month. Her voice never raised. That made it worse. You say something small and dismissive. Then you look at me like I’m overreacting. You’ve done it for years, Mark. You don’t even hear yourself anymore.

      I hear myself fine. I just didn’t like what I heard.

      Outside, the cicadas roared. The AC unit shuddered in the window. It fought the ninety-four-degree night and lost. My office hit eighty degrees anyway.

      My shirt stuck to my back. The first three buttons undone an hour ago. A patient file sat open in front of me. I used to delegate administrative tasks back when the practice was profitable. Now, my eyes moved across the text. My brain processed none of it.

      She’s down there right now, I thought. Alone with a glass of wine. And I’m up here. Choosing this.

      I pushed back from the desk. I needed to go down. Apologize. Not for the opinion, but for the tone. She was right about the tone.

      I stood up.

      The sound hit first.

      A massive, metallic crack echoed like a rifle shot fired directly into the earth. A long, descending POP ripped across the entire block.

      My hand flew to the desk.

      For one fractured second, my doctor brain said transformer. My survival brain said explosion. Both were wrong about what happened next.

      The AC died.

      Not a gradual wind-down. Not a gentle rattle-and-stop. It simply ceased to exist.

      The fan in my laptop stopped. My desk lamp, the hallway nightlight, the faint blue glow of the smoke detector—all of it, gone.

      The darkness was total. Dimensional. The kind I could press my hand against.

      I stood completely still.

      Okay, I thought. The clinical part of my brain moved into triage mode. Fifteen years of emergency medicine drilled it into me. Grid event. Transformers blow in heat waves. Not unusual. The neighborhood generator on the corner will kick in.

      I waited.

      The cicadas filled the silence.

      Nothing kicked in.

      The heat became immediate. The room temperature climbed several degrees in under a minute. The air took on the dense, wet quality of a greenhouse.

      I picked up my phone from the desk.

      The screen cast a narrow wedge of pale light across my hand.

      15%.

      I meant to plug it in after dinner. I always meant to.

      Fine. I opened the flashlight app.

      A cone of LED light sliced across the office. It turned familiar objects strange. My framed medical diplomas threw long shadows on the wall. The desk chair looked aggressive in the dark.

      “Erin?”

      My voice sounded odd. Too loud in the dead quiet of the house.

      I moved toward the door. I leaned out into the hallway. The air was thick and still.

      The hallway was a black tunnel.

      “Hey.” Louder now. “Power’s out. You okay down there?”

      Nothing.

      She had AirPods in. Probably.  She did that sometimes. She retreated into a podcast when we fought. She built a private soundtrack to drown me out. She probably sat on the back porch with her wine and ignored me.

      Probably.

      I started down the hallway.

      The flashlight picked out the bathroom door. The linen closet. The framed photo of us in Sedona four years ago. Erin laughed at something I said. We looked tanned and easy with each other. It felt fictional now.

      I kept moving.

      “Erin, the power⁠—”

      The sound stopped me cold.

      It came from somewhere below. The kitchen.

      A sharp, explosive crash.

      Glass. Unmistakably, definitively glass.

      Not the careful chime of a glass set down too hard. The full, catastrophic implosion of something dropped with force. It shattered. It kept shattering. Shards skittered across the tile.

      I stopped breathing.

      My fingers tightened around the phone.

      Downstairs.

      In the dark.

      Where my wife wasn’t answering.
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      Move.

      I moved.

      I crossed the hallway toward the top of the stairs. The flashlight swung ahead of me. The rational explanation arrived fast. The loud bang startled her. She dropped the glass in the dark.  Reached for the counter. Clipped the stem.

      The boring answer. The one that meant she was fine.

      Then why isn’t she answering?

      I hit the stairs hard, right hand grabbing the banister⁠—

      And my bare foot found the edge of the third step at the worst possible angle. Pinky toe. The lip of the riser.

      The pain was white and instant.

      I choked out something between a cuss and a grunt. Yanked myself back against the railing. Stood there for three full seconds with my eyes watering.

      “Son of a⁠—”

      I breathed through it.

      Fifteen years in emergency medicine. I’d held compression on a femoral bleed with both hands for twenty-two minutes without flinching. I’d delivered field diagnoses while people screamed, carts crashed, and the overhead pages never stopped. All of it with steady hands and an even voice.

      A stubbed toe in the dark had nearly put me on the floor.

      Move.

      I lifted the phone higher. Planted the beam fully on the steps. Descended properly. Deliberately. My toe throbbed with every step.

      I ignored it.

      The smell hit me halfway down.

      Not just ozone. The burnt metallic bite of a grid surge was there — I knew that smell from a hospital that ran on borrowed infrastructure, had breathed it a hundred times through a residency. I knew it.

      But underneath it.

      Threading through it.

      Something else.

      I stopped on the bottom step.

      Copper.

      Sharp. Dense. The wet-penny undercurrent that arrived before language did. Every animal on earth knew what it meant.

      
      I spent fifteen years learning to stay neutral when I smelled it. Triage the scene. Control the variables. Emotions after.

      My hand tightened on the banister.

      She dropped a glass, I told myself. She was in the kitchen. She dropped the glass.

      I stepped off the stairs onto the hardwood. The flashlight swept left — living room, empty, throw pillows undisturbed — then right, through the arched doorway into the kitchen.

      I stopped.

      The wine glass had exploded.

      Not fallen. Not broken. Detonated against the Italian tile Erin had spent three weeks picking out while I’d rolled my eyes and never told her so.

      The stem had snapped clean. The bowl shattered into a constellation of pale shards scattered six feet in every direction, each fragment catching my flashlight in a cold glint.

      Like broken teeth on a dark floor.

      I stopped at the threshold.

      I was barefoot.

      I swept the beam slowly across the tile, the same way I used to scan a trauma bay before stepping in. Identify the hazards. Find the clear path. Don’t contaminate the scene.

      The shards had scattered wide. No clean line through the middle of the kitchen. I’d have to hug the far wall, the narrow strip of tile between the refrigerator and the debris field and come around the back of the island.

      I moved carefully. Each step deliberate.

      The tile was cool under my feet. A strange relief.

      The liquid had followed the grout lines outward in thin rivulets.

      I came around the back of the island and crouched down.

      I swept the beam across the pool collecting at the base of the cabinet.

      It wasn’t wine.

      I knew the color of Cabernet. I’d poured enough of it this summer — the two of us circling each other in this kitchen with our glasses as shields. Making careful conversation about things that didn’t matter. I knew the deep, translucent purple-red of it.

      This was darker.

      Opaque.

      And the smell, this close, was not fermented anything. Pure blood. A wound dressing in a trauma bay. A gauze pad pulled from a laceration while a nurse called out pressure readings.

      Blood.

      My hand went flat against the tile. I held myself still.

      The clinical part of my brain shoved everything else behind glass — the argument, the granola bar, the Sedona photo — and snapped to the front of my skull.

      Volume assessment.

      Roughly 200, maybe 250 milliliters. That sounded like a lot. It wasn’t. The human body carries approximately five liters. It can shed a third of that before cardiovascular collapse becomes a serious conversation.

      This amount, on its own, was not immediately fatal.

      Significant. The kind of thing I’d pack, stitch, admit for overnight observation.

      Not a death
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