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Chapter 1: The Ghosts in the Room
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My dog used to curl against my leg like he knew the heart was failing before the doctors did. Now he’s gone. Cat too. Older brother. Parents. The graveyard grows while the living keep taking.

I sit in this dim room in Jacksonville, fan blades slicing thick air, and count what’s left: one middle brother I love dearly, kept at distance to shield him from the noise. And words. Notebooks everywhere, sentences trailing like rivers that forget the sea.

I once wrote Southern Gothic tales—rot beneath magnolias, haunted porches, sweet-talking monsters picking bones clean. Life turned out to be the real plot. The gentle man gives until his heart quits. The takers upgrade their lives on his blood money. The ending is slow, medical, inevitable.

Doctors warned one more stress could finish me. I skipped pills anyway—for them, for parties that never invited me. Now I trust no one. Door stays shut. No more giving. Just me, an empty dog bowl I still fill from habit, and quiet.

That morning another envelope arrived. The revolver sat on the nightstand—dull metal, heavy implication. My father’s gun, the one he taught me to shoot with at twelve, pride in his eyes for once. It came back years later in a box of “Personal Effects” after he chased a younger woman to Pensacola.

I reached for the envelope instead. Red circle around 180/110. Pamphlet: “Living with End-Stage Heart Failure.” The stack had grown into its own landscape—final notices, collection threats, one uncashed royalty check for $47.12.

The St. Johns moaned outside, long and low. I used to find the sound comforting. Now it sounded impatient.

I opened a notebook, black gel pen in hand.

Kindness is not a virtue when it becomes a transfusion.

The takers never notice the donor is running dry until the needle pulls air.

I closed the book. The revolver stayed untouched.

I carried the empty bowl to the sink, ran cold water, set it back in its place. Same angle. Same small fidelity to something gone.

The river kept moving. Inside, the ghosts settled deeper.

Thomas J. Melancholy—writer, brother, once-giver—waited to see which would outlast the other: the silence he chose, or the heart that learned to refuse.
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Chapter 2: Free Agency
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People yell, I leave. No insults. No explanations. Just gone. Block. Move on.

It started with a 3 a.m. text: “Can you spot me $200? Rent due, girl’s car broke down.” No hello. No acknowledgment of the last $320 that became club bottle service. I powered off the phone. Blocked the number next morning.

A week later from a new number: “Don’t be like that, we family.” Family—a net thrown when they’re hungry and you’re still swimming.

There was Angie who screamed at my dark joke about heart failure at a barbecue. I set my plate down and walked to my truck. Later a friend asked why I ghosted. I replied: “She yelled. I left.” No further postmortem.

Eight years with Mara—off and on, mostly off at the end. I told her “I love you” once on her Riverside balcony, river lights below. She said, “That’s sweet, Thomas.” Sweet. The word landed like wet concrete. I never asked again.

Derek from community college relapsed hard, showed up at 1 a.m. crying, needing $500. I gave it, drove him to detox. Two days later: “$80 for cigs?” I blocked every trace of him.

Each time the ritual is the same: notice the pattern, feel the chest tighten, wait for the next ask or outburst, then silence.

Not revenge. Arithmetic. The heart pumps only so much before it rations.

The revolver remains on the nightstand. Present. A relative who never leaves the room.

Peace isn’t in forgiveness. It’s in the empty space where expectation used to live.
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Chapter 3: Thomas J. Melancholy
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Thomas J. Melancholy had stopped caring quietly.

Not shouting. Not tears. Just surrender.

His world shrank to one room. Air thick with old coffee and regret. The dog bowl still filled every third day—ritual outliving meaning.

Another envelope arrived. Same red numbers. Same pamphlet.

He picked up the revolver, felt its weight, thumb tracing the scrollwork his father once praised. Set it back exactly parallel to the edge.

Opened the notebook.

I used to think melancholy was romantic. Now it’s just fatigue wearing a fancier name. Melencholy. My middle name, almost.

The phone buzzed. Brian. “Hey, it’s me. Worried. Call when you can. Love you.”

Thomas typed: I’m still here. For now.

Sent.

He parted the blinds. The St. Johns glittered like broken glass. Barges pushed upstream.

The thought of joining the river no longer frightened him.

It felt almost like company.
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Chapter 4: The River Doesn’t Apologize
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The St. Johns flowed north—stubborn, indifferent, occasionally beautiful, never sorry.

Thomas watched it most afternoons, blinds parted just enough.

Memory surfaced: childhood summers on a rented johnboat, father pointing to leaning oaks. “Don’t fight it, Tommy. Ride it.”

The phone buzzed. Brian again. Voicemail: “Mom’s birthday next week. Coffee at the diner? Grits. Love you.”

Thomas replied: Grits sound good. Next Wednesday? I’ll try.

He pulled an old chapbook from the closet: Kindness as Currency. Dedication: To everyone who ever needed a hand. May you never run out.

He stared until the words blurred.

A knock. Through the peephole: Brian, paper bags steaming.

Thomas rested his forehead against the door.

Not today. But maybe Wednesday.

He returned to the chair.

The river doesn’t apologize. But sometimes it brings something back upstream.
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