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Cory’s father was dead. Until I looked at the grainy photo in his obituary, it struck me that I had never seen his face this close before. The curvature of his nose was so much like Cory’s, to the point I felt as if I was staring at his obituary; some distant artifact from the future that had found its way to me. Taped to the obituary was an invitation. Cory wanted me to attend the funeral. It did not say how his father passed, just that he had died, and that he wanted me there with him.

I hadn’t spoken to Cory in years, though there was a time we were inseparable. Jamie and Cory. Cory and Jamie. You couldn’t name one without naming the other. It was those times that had me questioning my decision to go. Maybe it was because I had never been as close to anyone as I had been with Cory, either before or since, but I craved some semblance of reconnection 

with him, even as the memories of the old picture frame stung at the back of my head like some venomous insect. 

––––––––
[image: ]


My friendship with Cory Anaheim had begun with a knife in my palm. It was a family heirloom, a silver dagger Cory had stolen from his father and brought to school. In the wake of his grand theft, Cory was going up to every kid in our fourth grade class to brag about his accomplishment, goading them into touching the sharpened blade. It was far from the only stunt like this he’d pulled. Just a week prior, he’d taken a teacher’s phone and hid it in his locker. Cory’s own parents, though I hardly knew them at the time, ran a funeral home, and always seemed able to weasel him out of trouble. You could say that some people are born with a silver spoon in their mouths, but for Cory, it was more like a rusty scalpel. Rumors about him passed through the halls in faint whispers, how he’d been dropped on his head as a baby and hit by a car at age five. 

As someone who wasn’t much higher up on the social ladder, school had a tendency to bring Cory and I together, even before we became friends. He was my lab partner. My teammate in gym.  I think the teachers thought shoving us two loners together was easier than dealing with us individually, like somehow we’d cancel each other out. 

When Cory approached me with the knife, he came with an offer. He said that if I had the guts to touch it for a whole minute, he’d use it to play a prank on Andrew Riley. Just the mention of the name stirred instant hatred in me. Andrew had made my life a living hell as a kid. It started out small, insults and teases before it grew. Words became hard shoves to the stomach and slaps on the back of the neck. There were days Andrew would grab me by the shirt collar, pinning me to the ground as his fist hit my jaw. Cory wasn’t a fan of his either. Andrew always called him a freak. I never saw him physically hurt Cory, but that wasn’t to say it had never happened. Cory said he’d make sure Andrew never came near me again. Of course, the idea sounded fantastic. In fact, I think I laughed, imagining Andrew being terrorized by Cory the same way he’d terrorized me. And if all it took was some minor cuts on my hand to get rid of him, who was I to protest?

“I just get the feeling you’re a lot like me, Jamie,” Cory said, and in that moment the word kindred spirit came to mind. My grandmother had taught it to me. It meant you shared a soul with someone else. Perhaps not in the literal sense, but you had so much in common it may as well have been. 

Cory held the knife out to my face, enough to make out a warped eye in the silver mirror of the blade. It was my first real experience with a weapon and the sight of it was both frightening and alluring. Something within me propelled my hand forward, egged on by his taunting. I wrapped my hand around the knife’s edge and was immediately struck at how cold the metal felt against the warmth of my palm. I waited as the seconds ticked down. To my surprise, I felt little pain. Maybe because it was that small of a knife, but I had expected such a tool to tear my skin open. I looked at Cory, his face now one of approval, and as he brought his hand to mine, my panic thrusted the knife forward. It was a quick cut, barely sweeping the surface of his middle finger, but it drew blood fast. I expected Cory to scream, but instead, he laughed, his expression full of wild excitement for the injury I’d just given him. 

“No one’s ever made me bleed before!” Cory cried out, admiring the red liquid trickling down his finger. “Maybe I was right about you!”

Cory never told anyone it was me who gave him the cut, even as the whole knife incident earned him a month-long detention. Whatever he did to threaten Andrew I never saw, but he made good on his word. The boy never hurt me again and from that point on, Cory was my hero. Every initial reservation I had about him vanished with the relief and freedom I felt. 

Since the incident with the knife, and probably long before that, Cory was obsessed with death. He actively sought it out, jumping from heights he never should have been jumping from, playing chicken in traffic, all in effort to tempt death. For me though, this was just Cory being Cory, and I enjoyed the thrill that came with being his friend. On the school playground, we’d play a game, each taking turns describing exactly how they wanted to die. For Cory, the more violent the death the better. He always described it to me in vivid, gory detail, sparing nothing.

“If I die, I want it to be by chainsaw. Let it fall right on my head, right through my skull, deep into my brain so the blood can start spraying out everywhere. How far do you think the blade would have to go before my eyeballs popped out of their sockets?”

I reacted in silent revulsion. I didn’t want to think about such things. I didn’t want to imagine my friend dying in such a grotesque way either, but Cory reveled in the gore of it all. In his words, one was never more alive as they were in the face of death. In reality, this was a partial truth. The spark for Cory’s obsession had begun with his first near-death experience as a child, not a mere rumor, but a defining moment in Cory’s existence.

“It was the first time I realized dying is kinda cool, you know? I don’t remember much, but when that car hit me, it’s like I went somewhere else. God was there, Jamie. He didn’t say anything, but I know he was there. When I close my eyes I can feel him. Sometimes I get these visions in my head. I got one just before I took that knife from my dad. It was one big blur, but I could see the two of us. Have you ever tried looking through a windshield during a rainstorm? It’s like I was watching us from that window. Me, handing you that knife. Somehow I knew you were the right person to bring it to.”

When it came to Cory’s visions, they were sporadic. Whenever he had one, he’d freeze dead in his tracks, looking as if he’d spaced out to a different plane. The contents of these visions were a closely guarded secret, even from me, though there were times he’d clutch his father’s old knife, that same distant look in his eyes, as if being given some startling revelation.

If there was one thing that surprised me in my relationship with Cory, it was his faith. He believed that God lived not in heaven, but somewhere on Earth, disguising himself to keep watch on humanity. There were times we’d play another game of his, taking turns pointing out who we thought was really God in disguise. Cory’s favorite pick was our then-elementary school janitor, a jovial-looking old man with a sparkle in his blue eyes and a wispy white beard. Cory believed if he pulled another one of his near-death stunts, God would be forced to reveal himself. Then he’d be saved from his death while the sky opened up with thunder and rain to signify God’s arrival.

On Sundays, Cory’s father worked as a minister, his sermons consisting largely of the words hell and damnation. As a result, my hangouts with Cory became a strange mixture of Jesus and slasher movies. At times, they blurred together. We’d spent Cory’s tenth birthday watching The Texas Chain Saw Massacre for the first time, and Cory had been in an awestruck trance that entire time, as if taking mental notes. As for myself, I’d spent most of the film closing my eyes, until I too was glued to the screen. While the film reached its climax, I watched on in chilled horror as the surviving girl broke down into insane laughter. I imagined myself as her, drifting away into madness as Cory revved his chainsaw in the air. Cory’s father never took issue with the graphic films he loved. For Mr. Anaheim, horror films were the best way to show Cory our world was a cruel one. Every victim who died by chainsaw was a sinner deserving of punishment. 

Whenever he asked me how I wanted to die, Cory told me to think hard about it. Your death should be something special, he’d say, so it was best not to rush it. So I’d just sit there on the highest tower of the jungle gym, thinking up the means to my demise as we looked over classmates playing games far more ordinary than ours.

“Well, I’d like it to be peaceful,” I’d say, ”Or quick. Like jumping out of an airplane without a parachute. I don’t think I’d end up feeling anything then.”

This was true, for the most part. All I knew of death then was what I heard in church. Most who went died quietly in their sleep. My grandfather did, and so did my uncle. The kind of deaths Cory described were foreign to me, meant for the TV screen and not real life. 

In response, Cory nodded. Then he’d stare at the edge, looking down at the gravel below.

“Well, what if I pushed you off here? There’s a good chance you’d break your neck.”

It was hard to know if Cory was joking or not. I think what he wanted was to rope me into having as deep an obsession as him. Whatever the reason, the descent always looks so much steeper when you’re a kid, like you could jump and it’d be hours before you hit bottom. But in that moment with Cory, the way down looked no more than a single step and the idea of him shoving me was like diving face-first into the concrete myself. It wasn’t by any means the peaceful, quick death I imagined myself having, and Cory knew that.

“You wouldn’t,” I’d tell him. I tried to sound bold, but it came out anything but.

“Oh yeah? And why’s that?”

“Because I’m your only friend,” 

This was also true. I never saw Cory with anyone but me, and I didn’t have anyone else to talk to but him. But although Cory’s desire for a grisly end frightened me, that’s not what ended things between us. If our friendship started with a knife, then it ended with the photograph.
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It was kept amongst piles of dusty antiques on a shelf in my parents' bedroom. The photo was of my grandmother, standing on the deck of a cruise ship with her friends as the ocean roared in the background. The other women in the photo were strangers to me, but my gaze was always fixated on one in particular; a woman in a silk blue dress with curly hair and thick-rimmed glasses, part of the group, yet separate. Behind those glasses were the most piercing eyes I had ever seen, a grayish blue, the same color as the waves, and just as intriguing, like you could drown in their depths. I became convinced these were the eyes of God staring back at me from behind the frame. I knew those eyes were watching me. That’s what God always did, right? I don’t know if I ever truly understood what it meant to be omnipotent, but I never liked the idea. It was too unnerving for a child, making me question my every action. I figured that if God was indeed watching, he would be nothing more than a background character in my life, obscured amongst the crowd.

When I told Cory about the photograph, he laughed. To him, the idea of God masquerading as this random stranger was ridiculous, as if it were any more absurd than his own theories. I told him there was something about her eyes. I dared him to take a minute to look into them so he could see what I saw.  But when he did, Cory said he saw nothing, just a strange old woman I’d become far too attached to. I knew he was lying, just by the way his voice shook. He’d had another vision, I could tell. Something about that photograph had unnerved him as much as it had me, and it was that summer his stunts only got worse.
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A month before the frame was broken, Cory celebrated his 13th birthday. Middle school had finally ended, and both of us were eager to see what the future had in store. It was that day Cory’s father gifted him a present he’d been talking about for years, a 1972 Ford Pinto. Though he was far too young to drive it, Cory was the happiest I’d seen him. Mr. Anaheim said he’d gone through hell and back to buy the car, and I believed him. 

Cory told me the Pinto was a death trap. Something was so wrong with the gas tank that if it received even the tiniest rupture, the whole car went up in flames. Countless deaths would follow and it was this body count that had captured Cory’s heart. I knew though that what he really wanted was to see the car explode for himself, to feel the lick of flames across his skin. Only then would he know what it was like to be that close to dying.

A day after his birthday, I found Cory sitting in the driveway, admiring his new car. As I sat beside him on the concrete, I realized he was in the midst of another vision, so deep he didn’t respond to my voice. With both hands, I grabbed his shoulders, trying to shake him back to reality. His eyes were a dull gray, reflecting no light.

“Cory!” I shouted. “What are you seeing?”

I shouted his name again, repeating it like a chant. As his eyes returned to normal, Cory looked at me with an expression I found myself unable to read.

“Cory, please. What did your vision show you?”

“I don’t know,” he whispered. “But if I were you, I’d keep close watch on your Grandma.”
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For the first time, Cory’s words came true. That July, my grandmother passed away. Cory’s parents took it upon themselves to host her funeral. On an altar of her belongings, I placed down the old photograph for everyone to see. Deep down, I hoped the strange woman would be in attendance. I wanted to finally put a name to her face. None of my grandmother’s friends had an answer for me. They didn’t seem to recognize her at all.

Once my grandmother was laid to rest, Cory’s parents took us to the beach. They said it would take my mind off her loss. Back then, it was called Hannigan Beach, and while I didn’t get to go very often, I was excited at the chance to be there with Cory. I can still remember how beautiful the sand looked next to the waves. Rays of sunlight beamed down from the palm trees around us, instantly improving my sullen mood.  I took my grandmother’s photograph along with me, hoping that in doing so, I could reunite her spirit with the ocean she loved.

As Cory’s parents dropped us off, we abandoned our funeral attire for swimsuits, sprinting to the vast, open waters. I watched as Cory became a dot in the distance and listened to the sound of gulls and crashing waves. Cory took this as an opportunity to hold his breath longer than humanly possible. I was so caught up in my thoughts that I only noticed what he was doing as I plunged my head into the water. There, I found myself face-to-face with Cory’s body. He was just floating there, frozen, his eyes shut, as if in a dream. I screamed, but any sound I made was muffled by the water. I thought he’d really done it, that he’d tempted death too many times and had finally lost. But when I dragged his body back to shore, Cory sprung back to life. As I pounded at his chest, all the water that had been trapped in his lungs spewed out in one violent burst, hitting my face like a sudden baptism.

I expected him to be happy I saved his life, but after regaining his senses, Cory was enraged. He told me I ruined everything. I wasn’t meant to be the person to save him. That was up to God, and God could never be someone like me. Somewhere between his drowning and subsequent reawakening, Cory had another vision, something that proved he was right all along about life and death. I’d taken that away from him. While I tried my best to make good, Cory shunned me with silence. 

It was only 30 minutes after his drowning that Cory destroyed the photograph. He ripped it from my hands, shattering the frame as I screamed at him to stop. Once the frame was no more than broken shards on the sand, Cory tore up the picture within, throwing the remaining scraps in the water. What was once a photograph resembled pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. I fell to my knees, watching as my grandmother and her friends were swallowed by the waves. Gone with it was my one true connection to God. Too often had I prayed to that photo, hoping the being within could hear me and fix this broken friendship. Now I was alone again. I wondered if even my grandmother’s spirit would be able to see me. I was furious at Cory, but I didn’t want to lose him either, so I took the blame for the photograph’s destruction. I told my parents I was angry at my grandmother for leaving us, and in a fit of rage, had broken the frame. It was my last attempt to earn Cory’s forgiveness. But Cory did not accept. He told me this was my retribution. I remember staring at him for what felt like hours. I do not remember my goodbye to Cory, but I remember that it came with both relief and pain. As my parents picked me up, I watched as he once again morphed into a gray dot on the sand. Our friendship was over, I smiled, but that same night, I woke my parents with the sounds of my sobbing. Cory was gone. I kept repeating the words in my head. We would never be friends again. How was I supposed to feel about that?

In the years that followed, I struggled to make connections. I had people I talked to, sure, but nothing as meaningful as what I had with Cory. In high school, I caught fleeting glimpses of him, heard rumors of his continued antics, but beyond that, we never spoke. After graduation, I scrapped together enough money for a local community college, while Cory, as far as I knew, stayed behind to care for his parents. That was three years ago, and now all I had was a flimsy degree and a job spent isolated in a cubicle, typing away at nothing. The coworkers around me might as well have been strangers. While I tried my damnedest to smile and make small talk, I felt like nothing more than a machine coming into work each day. I’d do what was needed of me before retiring home to bed, exhausted. When I saw that message from Cory, I hoped it would be the spark I needed to be rid of those thoughts. If I could somehow rekindle that closeness I felt with Cory, I thought, I couldn’t possibly feel as lonely as I did. I guess that’s what finally made me say yes.
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As I drove to the funeral, I found myself in familiar territory. Cory lived in a gated community separate from the city. His house was a mansion compared to my cramped apartment, with its arched windows, palm trees, and a sloped red-brick roof reaching up to the sky. There was even a grandiose fountain of a winged angel on the lawn, its stone arms outstretched to offer solace. At the angel’s feet, years of accumulated coins sat in the bottom of a crystalline pool. Unfulfilled wishes, I told myself. 

The family funeral parlor had long since closed, leaving behind an abandoned eyesore at the side of the road, plucked right out of the Gothic era. There were times I’d drive past it on my way to work and it seemed to grow more dilapidated by the day. In contrast, Cory’s lawn was perfectly green and freshly mowed, like the carpeting you’d see in a home improvement store. I couldn’t help but feel like a celebrity rolling in, but I also felt unwanted here. Every house in the neighborhood felt hostile. The yellow light that glowed from each of the windows did so with a striking hollowness. Cory’s, on the other hand, weren’t lit at all. The whole house was bathed in shadow, like no one was home. But I knew better. Cory was probably watching me from the window, ready to jump out and say boo like he always did. I imagined him laughing to himself in the dark.

Parked in the center of the driveway was Cory’s beloved Pinto. Up close, it didn’t look like much, but knowing what it had the potential to do, it felt strange standing next to it, like a single touch could set off a fiery explosion. The metal had grown rusty; the windows covered in a combination of grime and dirt. The car’s orange coat was fading to brown.

“Well, well, well. Look who it is. You really have changed, haven’t you? You look good, man.”

I turned around in surprise, startled by the voice. I hadn’t even heard the front door open. Had Cory really been that quiet? I wasn’t sure whether to smile or nod in response. He felt even more like a stranger now, though truthfully Cory hadn’t changed much. He was taller, sure, but his face was the same, like it hadn’t grown to match his body, which was considerably lanky. His arms were especially so, both sticking out of a sleeveless blue plaid shirt. Thin hairs stuck out in an irregular pattern across them, the same color as his greasy brown hair, which had grown past his ears down to his shoulders. Around his neck he wore a silver crucifix. It swung back and forth with each step. On Cory’s face, stubble was visible, and I again found myself staring into his muted blue eyes, trying to find some kind of answer.

“So, you’ve seen my chariot to the underworld,” Cory said.  “Well, I guess you’ve seen it before, haven’t you? You were just never properly introduced. I call her Joan of Arc, my first love.”

“Cory. I’m so sorry about your Dad,” I said. It was the only thing I could think of. I wished I could tell him he was a good man, or how much impact he had on our community, but all I could remember was his angry shouting. 

Cory gave a solemn nod, a silent thank you before he swatted a hand to brush off my sympathies. “I appreciate that, but he was old. It was only a matter of time before God called him home.”

“Maybe. But it doesn’t make things any easier,” I replied.

“No, I suppose it doesn’t. Don’t worry though, I’ve shed enough tears these past few days to last a lifetime. It’s been a while, Jamie. I’m glad you came.”

As he spoke, Cory gritted his teeth together, exposing the wide tooth gap he was always self-conscious of. It gave the impression there was this big pocket of blackness in his mouth. I was taken aback by the casual tone of Cory’s voice. I half-expected to find him exactly as intense as the day we split, but perhaps time had mellowed out even him, I thought.

“Sorry,” I finally said. “I guess I’m not really sure what to say. We have a lot of catching up to do, don’t we?” 

Cory let out a soft chuckle. His thin red lips curled into something only barely resembling a smile. It was more like a devilish grin. There was a strange attractive charm to it. “That we do. So, what have you been up to?”

“Well, I work with computers mostly,” I said. “You know, IT, and stuff like that.”

Cory nodded. “Oh yeah. You always were good at that, weren’t you? Hey, maybe you could teach my Mom a thing or two. She can barely turn a computer on, much less use one.” 

Cory laughed before his expression grew serious. “Look, I’m sure you’re not here for idle chit-chat, right? I know there’s bad blood between us. I’ve wanted to address it for a long time now, but never had the courage to.”

I felt my buried resentment rise to the surface. “You tried to kill yourself, Cory. Right in front of me. I didn’t know what the hell I was supposed to do! Look, I don’t blame you for doing it. I don’t know what was going through your head at the time, maybe I can’t even begin to understand, but I was terrified. I really thought you died, you know? I was so glad when I was able to save you, but then you made me out to be the bad guy. All just for saving your goddamn life, Cory! And then you destroyed something important to me. Just because you wanted to hurt me. How exactly was I supposed to take that?” 

Cory sighed. “I don’t know. I did a lot of stupid things back then and I’m sorry, Jamie. Really. You can trust me on that. I wish I’d never done it. I missed having you as a friend. I’ve missed you for a long time.”

“Then why did you do it? I don’t know if it was God, visions, or what which drove you to do what you did, but I just
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