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Chapter 1

HARRY

I

Well, the first time I killed a person, I actually killed two people. Pretty much at the same time, or back-to-back, within a couple seconds of one another.”

In the spirit of radical honesty, my left leg was falling asleep as I spoke these words. I didn’t want to shift my weight or do anything to suggest discomfort or angst while talking about this. I figured that’s the kind of thing I was here to be scrutinized for. Getting squirmy in a moment of candor, some kind of physical betrayal of emotion.

“It was in Afghanistan, 2010, right at the beginning of Op Moshtarak, the battle for Marjah. My fire team was holding it down up on a berm that ran along a road. The berm was just a little rise, mostly covered in tires and trash and shit, set up six or seven feet higher than the road. We were just holding security waiting for orders. I was with my buddy Mike—we were set about twenty yards ahead of the rest of the guys in our fire team. The rest of our platoon was behind us too, other side of this trash berm, out of view. Most of the company was nearby, actually, but we were just staging, waiting to coordinate the next part of this push.”

Goddamn that city smelled like ass. Burning trash, goat shit, sweat, and ass.

“All of a sudden we see these two dudes to our left running down the road, heading toward this little intersection in front of us where another road headed directly away from us.” I used my hands to make the shape of this T-intersection.

“The dude in front had an AK and the other one was on a radio and had a big like . . . hockey bag, a rucksack over his shoulder, fulla spent RPG tubes. They both looked like they were in their late twenties, early thirties maybe—older than me.

“At first, I couldn’t believe it, seeing those dudes. There was a big firefight going on to our east, the direction they were running from, and I don’t know why, but I guess I figured any Taliban we’d bump into would be running toward the scrap. I actually nudged Mike and whispered somethin’ like ‘Are those fuckin’ Tali, bro?’ He was as surprised as I was. I mean, in our gut we knew they were bad guys as soon as we saw ’em, but just couldn’t believe it. We’d been in-country for the better part of a year before Marjah kicked off and hadn’t ever just watched armed militants slowly jogging along a road in the wide open less than two hundred yards away. That’s a rare thing to see over there. Up until that point, all our encounters with these fuckers were when they were a long-ass way off, taking potshots at our patrol or something. This was like . . . real clear fuckin’ contact, you know? It was just a total trip.”

I forced a surprised smile and nodded as I finished my sentence.

“When they got to the road in front of us—the road we were looking down from our spot on the little trash berm, the one that jutted off to their left, away from us—they ducked over and crouched behind this busted old sedan, probably about a hundred, maybe a hundred and ten yards away. They had cover from the direction they had been running from, blocking the view of themselves from our left, the direction of the big firefight I figured they were boogeying away from, but they were completely exposed to us. I mean, I just had a full view of both of ’em, barely had to move a muscle to keep ’em on scope. Mike and I, we were so shocked we just sat there like complete dipshits, just glassing them, speechless, for what must’ve been a solid three-Mississippi count. Then, I’m not really sure what it was that got me to act—I think it was the closest one looking up at me or in my direction—and so I just . . . shot ’em both. The one who was holding the rifle first, then the dude behind him with the radio and big bag of RPG tubes. Every shot I took was on target too; they were just . . . right fuckin’ there. A hundred yards is really not that far of a range. They were just filling my optic, so it was pretty damn easy.”

I left in an intentional pause and looked him in the eye. Remember to nod sincerely, I told myself. “They both died right then and there.”

I remembered how I’d shot the first guy right below the nape of his neck, and how he’d just dumped forward onto his face. Didn’t even move a muscle in an effort to stop himself or anything, didn’t let go of his rifle, he’d just straight-up face-planted into the street. Probably would’ve knocked himself out if he weren’t already dead. Figured I’d shot through his spine. The second guy looked down at his buddy after I’d shot him, all surprised like Tha hell you doin’, dude?, and that’s when I’d shot him in the chest. As soon as the bullet hit him, he’d dropped the radio he was holding and popped both hands out behind him, reflexively planting his palms onto the road to try to catch himself from falling backward. Looked like he was sitting on a beach towel. He’d looked so confused right before I shot him again. My mind went to another man I’d killed a couple weeks later, the older man, the grizzled warrior. I saw his face a lot in my mind, more than any of the others. It was a face that casually but solemnly assured violence.

I looked up at Dr. Peters, who was nodding almost imperceptibly, looking me in the eye. “Harry, what do you feel as you share that memory with me?”

“Well . . .” I looked down at the floor for a second, trying to put on my best sincere-consideration face, then looked back up at him. “I don’t really feel anything noteworthy just from telling that story to someone. I guess the first thing that comes to mind is my buddy Mike who was with me. I haven’t talked to him in a couple years . . . I hope he’s doing well.”

Peters nodded. “Have you ever noticed that memory, that experience, as one that’s intrusive into your thoughts or dreams? Does it ever come back to you in a way or at a time that’s surprising or bothersome?”

I made sure to give that one a couple seconds of forced consideration as well. “No, no, not really.”

Peters was nodding, waiting for me to say more. Lots of shrinks press with a Can you tell me more about that? but Peters just left it open, made me feel like my answer was unfinished. Guess it worked too, because I went on.

“I can’t think of that memory coming up in a way that’s like . . . surprising to me, or bothersome. It’s just like any other memory. I don’t feel guilt about it, if that’s what you’re asking. Those dudes would’ve shot me if the situation were reversed. I really don’t mind sharing that story or talking about the other people I’ve killed. If people ask me about experiences like that, I’m happy to share them. I just don’t, you know . . . bring that kinda shit up on my own without being asked about it.”

Peters nodded. His expression suggested I’d gotten the right answer. Or, at least, that he wasn’t going to lean into this.

“Well, Harry, we’re way past our time.”

Yeah, no shit, Doc. I’ve been well aware of us being past our time for all of the twenty-two and a half minutes since we went over. I still looked down at my watch anyway and feigned surprise. “Ah, shit, guess I should get goin’.”

Peters stood up and walked over to his desk. He grabbed a manila folder, then held it out to me.

“Harry, I’ve put together some information for you on the VA resources in Idaho. We’ve got clinics and hospitals in Pocatello, Twin Falls, and obviously Boise. I know this VA runaround can be frustrating, but I really hope you stay committed to this therapy process, and that you work to find someone out there with whom you can develop a healthy trust. It’s really important. Even though you and I just started meeting a month ago, I want to make sure you know that I’m always available to talk, whether it’s over the phone or video chat. I’ll always find a way to make time. Don’t ever hesitate to reach out.”

I stood up, took the folder from him, and nodded. “I will, Dr. Peters. I really do appreciate your time. You’re an easy guy to talk to.” He gave me a tight-lipped smile as we shook hands.

“I think it’s great what you and your wife are doing, Harry. I’m so happy you and Sasha found a way to go build yourselves the life you’ve dreamed about. I’m jealous, I really mean that. Not many people get the opportunity to pursue a passion like this. I know this is your and Sasha’s dream, and I wish you nothing but happiness and success in pursuing it. I have no doubt you two will thrive out there in that lifestyle.”

I gave him a smile. “Denver’s getting way too crowded anyway, and if the mountain life isn’t for us, well, we can always come back.”

“Take care of yourself, Harry.”

He held his smile in return as he opened the door for me, but there was certainly some concern in his face as well, some doubt maybe. I wondered if it was intentional.





Chapter 10

SASHA

I

Harry, we’re fucking calling them,” I said.

It was unfathomable to me why he would be resisting this. He felt the panic and dread when the light was in the pond, and he felt that physical sensation of relief the second it was gone. Even so, the stubborn bastard had been standing in the kitchen arguing with me for five straight minutes, insisting that we not call the Steiners. His reasons had changed five times too, from “They can’t do anything to help us, even if this is real” to “It was probably them who put the fuckin’ light in the pond.”

“Sasha, just stop for a second. Let’s slow down and think about this.” I could see Harry was panicking. Maybe not panicking, but he was angry, angry at what was happening, angry at his inability to explain it.

He’d always gone to great lengths to avoid being angry around me, no matter what the circumstance was; even if I’d done something stupid or said something nasty during a drunken argument, he’d choke down anger to keep me from seeing it, take a few deep breaths, and change the subject or walk away.

“Harry, why, why?! Look at me, Harry. Articulate it for me, in clear words, why we shouldn’t call them right now. It even says in their fucking letter that we would feel it when the light was gone. They wrote that in their letter. What’d they do, plant a light in the pond and then drug us through our vents?!”

To my surprise, Harry did not have any rebuttal. He stared at the floor for a solid ten seconds, then looked up at me, put his hands up. “Okay . . . okay, Sash,” he said. “Let’s call them.”

I was taken aback. Seeing him cave made this more real than anything else had.

He held his hand out for my phone. “I’ll call them. I’ll put it on speaker.”

I handed Harry the phone, and he punched in their home number. After a few rings, I heard Dan’s voice. There was a slight wheeze and strain in it that suggested he was just sitting up. “Well, hey, Harry! How are you guys? How’s the move-in going? Y’all getting settled in?”

“Yeah, it’s all going fine. Hey, I apologize about calling at this hour.”

“Oh, not to worry, we don’t hit the sack until around ten this time of the year. What can I do for ya? You guys all right?”

“Yeah, we’re fine. I’m actually calling because, well . . .”

Harry looked up at me and took a deep breath.

“It just so happens, a little bit ago, we saw the light in the pond . . .”

Dan’s firmly toned response came maybe a half second after Harry had finished the sentence. “Did you start a fire? Do you have a fire going right now, Harry?”

Harry tried to keep some levity and humor in his tone. “Yeah, yeah, we started a fire right when we saw it, just as I promised I would! The light is gone, so your miracle cure seemed to work. No drumming either!”

I could hear Lucy in the background let out a muffled “Oh thank God” before Dan responded.

“Well, we are both very glad to hear that, Harold. We know how, well . . . unnerving it can feel, and we just want to make sure you two are all right. Can we come stop by? We won’t stay long.”

I could see he was about to protest, so I reached for Harry’s hand and nodded. Harry shook his head in response.

“We’re all right, Dan. No need to come over. I’m sure we’ll have an opportunity to catch up about it in person soon.”

I gave Harry a challenging look, but I certainly couldn’t deny how strange it would be for them to come over right now, to talk about . . . this, whatever this was.

I felt like a nervous middle schooler all of a sudden as I prepared to ask the next question. “Hey, Dan, this is Sasha, real quick . . . So, it’s all right for us to go outside now, right? You said as soon as the light’s gone, it’s fine to—”

“Oh sure, once the light’s gone, it’s all clear. You can usually feel when the light is gone, just as well as you can see it’s gone, which I’m guessing you noticed!”

My eyes went wide, and I glared at Harry with as much challenge in my eyes as I could summon. He saw it and looked back down at the phone. “We’ll talk to y’all soon.”

I stepped toward him after he’d hung up the phone. “Harold, look at me. How on earth could they have made us feel that if this wasn’t real? Harry, seriously . . .”

He glanced at me briefly, then out the window with a distant look on his face. I can tell when he’s working up some kind of plan in his head just from his body language. He turned quickly and headed for the front door.

“Babe, what are you doing?”

He looked back at me. “I’m settling this bullshit. I’ll be back in five minutes. Please don’t leave the house, Sash, please.” Harry opened the door and blocked the opening outside to prevent Dash from following him out into the darkness, prompting Dash to look up at him and whine with frustration.

I shrugged, annoyed, and shook my head. “Okay, be safe.”

Harry ran out the front gate and into the garage and emerged with one of his rifles, a headlamp on, and two of his game cameras—those weatherproof, motion-activated, night-vision cameras that he straps onto trees to track animals before hunting seasons start. He jogged back through the front gate, shut it behind him, then ran across the yard to the gate that led through the fence around the yard and into the pasture.

I moved into the office so I could see Harry as he made his way from the back gate, down through the pasture toward the pond. It was always strange to me, watching him carry one of those AR-15-type rifles he had. I didn’t see him use them often, only on a few occasions when he’d talked me into going to the shooting range. But it was like it was a part of him, the way he ran through the pasture with the rifle shouldered, the light attached to the rifle illuminating a cone in the dark world before him. It was so natural for him. It was so . . . predatory.

There was a cluster of small aspen trees next to the pond. Harry went straight for them. Through the light of his headlamp, I could see him let go of the rifle so that it swung down on the sling, and then start to strap the game cameras around two of the smaller trees. I watched him flip open the built-in digital monitors on the cameras and kneel down to, I assumed, get an idea of the angle of the cameras to make sure they were set up correctly. After a little while of messing with the cameras, he turned and jogged back up to the yard. I went out the kitchen door onto the back porch to meet him.

“What’re you doing with those cameras?”

Harry unslung his rifle, squeezed my hand and gave me a grin, and started answering me as he headed into the kitchen.

“I figured if those old crazies really had snuck into the meadow to put something in the pond to make that light, they’d be fixin’ to sneak it out before morning to keep the ruse alive. Game cams will catch anything going near the pond.” He sounded pleased with himself.

I felt like it was unlikely Dan and Lucy were messing with us after talking to them and hearing the fear in their voices when we told them we’d seen the light in the pond. And after feeling whatever it was that I felt while the light was in the pond, and then feeling whatever it was when it went out, I very much doubted this was some ruse that a couple of senior citizens were capable of pulling off. But I wasn’t sure I was ready to openly, vocally express doubt that this was not some kind of trickery.

I followed Harry into the living room, watching him stash his rifle in the closet and set his headlamp on the runner table next to the front door, unsure what to say.

Harry and I went out onto the porch to split a beer and digest what had just happened. I looked down at the stack of firewood and thought about moving some inside for next time. The idea of that becoming casual splashed some gas on the embers of my earlier anxiety and dread.

As we sat out there, Harry and I went through everything that had happened from start to finish at least three times. It wasn’t long until I was doing most of the talking, so I let the subject die and we watched a show and went to bed.

Harry’s ability to fall asleep on command has always astounded me. I often need at least an hour of rolling around before I can crash. After going over everything in my head for what must’ve been the fifteenth time that night, I sat up and leaned over the headboard, putting my elbows on the windowsill above our bed, and looked out into the dark pasture toward the pond.

There was a slight reflection of the moon, but otherwise it was as dark as ink. I wondered, looking down there, whether I’d ever see that light again. My heart rate picked up speed as I considered how likely it was that I would.





Chapter 11

HARRY

I

I’d set my alarm for 6:15 the morning after the whole light fiasco.

Within minutes of the alarm going off, I was in my fishing waders, crunching through the frost-crusted meadow toward the pond with a shovel, a heavy garden rake, and my rifle.

I suspected Dan and Lucy had either planted some kind of light in our pond themselves or had someone else creep onto our property to do it. I figured they’d creep back onto our place to remove it before sunrise, and thereby get caught fucking around on my game cameras.

If there was nothing picked up on the cameras, then I was going to grid that entire pond, inch by fucking inch, to dredge up whatever the hell it was that had been planted to make that light and move it around. The pond itself only got to about five feet at its deepest spot, so I’d spend all day out there to check every inch if I had to.

I got to the little stand of aspens on the bank of the pond and set all my stuff down, took a knee, and flipped open the monitor on the first of the two game cameras. The monitor shows how many pictures and video clips were taken and allows you to scroll through them. I’d set the cameras apart with different fields of view, this one covering most of the south bank of the pond. It had taken four still photos, and they showed a cottontail rabbit working its way up the bank. I flipped it closed and scooted over to the second camera, which was covering most of the surface of the pond itself. I flipped open its monitor and saw it had taken eight photos. The first four pictures were of a cottontail rabbit, probably the same little fucker the other camera had picked up. The next four were of a skunk that had waddled up to take a drink from the pond.

Well, shit. The light and whatever had it moving all over the pond were still in there. Dredging operation it was, then.

Over the next two hours, I trudged around that entire goddamn pond several times over. I’d leave a stick in the muddy bank on one side and walk in as straight a line as I could to the other side, using the garden rake to pull up anything bigger than a twig I encountered in my path. I saved the deepest part for last, knowing I’d likely have to get wet. I got a bit more pissed off with every line I’d walked to find nothing that could’ve been responsible for the light. By the time the deepest area in the center of the pond was the only unchecked area left, I didn’t even care about the frigid water spilling over the line of my waders, sending an icy shock through my legs and chest.

Nothing. Not a damn thing was in that pond other than rocks, twigs, and silt. I grabbed my rifle and trudged up to the house, soaking wet, freezing, and furious.

Sasha had gotten up and came out from the kitchen with Dash and some coffee as I was stripping off my swampy clothes. Dash came trotting up to me with his tail wagging, looking for some affection.

“Jesus, Harry, you’re soaked. You must be freezing.”

“Yeah.” I was intentionally trying to avoid eye contact with Sasha. Just from our conversation the night before, I could tell that she was starting to buy into this spirit bullshit. It was monumentally frustrating.

“So . . . did you find anything in the pond that could’ve made the light?”

“Nope.”

I knew my brevity and unconcealed butthurt were getting a bit ridiculous, but I was pissed. Furious, even, though I wasn’t sure at whom or what.

I don’t do well with shit I can’t explain. I can’t really buy into any religion, and never have gotten a kick out of any other kind of lore or fantasy-type stuff. I used to believe in God, even prayed to him, or it. That belief was extinguished as soon as I watched a good man—a man I looked up to—die. Sergeant Nichols. He had a positive energy and fearlessness that uplifted everyone around him, officer or enlisted. His presence alone would give an almost amphetamine-type boost to whatever clutch of exhausted, terrified marines he’d crack a joke for. He would completely change a battle space just by being there. He was invincible to me, until he wasn’t. I watched, helpless, as this man bled to death in a state of considerable pain and dread. He didn’t just die. He writhed and wept in the mud until his lights finally went out.

For me, with the terminal permanence of Sergeant Nichols went the sanctity of the Almighty. Since that day, I’ve been one to trend toward the concrete, the explainable, and the expected. On top of that, I’ve always been pretty good at keeping my shit together while I’m feeling threatened.

Unfortunately, my familiarity with feeling threatened and confronting threatening shit was entirely limited to situations where I actually knew what was threatening my well-being—which, up to this point, had always been another man, or myself. Both were quite simple to understand.

Sasha had gone inside, leaving the door open behind her, and came back out with a towel she handed over as she sat down next to me, just outside the boundary of stinky pond water steaming in the morning light.

She put her hand on my shoulder as I was drying my head, and I looked over at her as she started talking.

“Babe, there’s nothing you can do about this. Sometimes there are things in this world that just can’t be explained by—”

My frustration boiled over. “Like what, Sasha?! Like what? Name one fucking thing you’ve ever experienced that is even remotely like this. Name one supernatural thing that can’t be explained by reason. I saw that fucking light and felt something fucking change. It was in the air. It was in my head. Dash even freaked out too. Name one other thing you know of that you didn’t learn about on the internet that you can even remotely compare to this.”

“Babe, come on, stop, you don’t need to get angry at me, I’m just trying to—”

“Trying to what?!” I stood and walked down the porch steps, then turned back to face her.

“What are you trying to do, Sasha? Make me feel good about some horror-story bullshit like this? Trying to make this into something exciting and heady and groovy? Should we have a séance, burn some fuckin’ sage, and lay out some protective crystals? Sash, if this shit is for real, you think this is gonna be all exciting and mysterious?”

I knew I’d gone overboard before even finishing my diatribe, and I think Sasha could see that too. I wasn’t myself. I felt like crying. She stood up and gave me one of her looks, a look that says don’t bother saying shit until you apologize and chill.

I took a deep breath and started my next sentence slowly.

“I’m sorry, Sash. I didn’t mean to talk to you like that. I just . . . what the fuck, man. What is going on?”

“I don’t know, babe. It’s all pretty damn scary, obviously, but I mean . . . If this is too much for us, we can just sell this place and move. But Dan and Lucy told us how to stay safe, and I think it’s at least worth getting through the summer to see if this is all real. If this whole ‘bear chase’ summertime spirit thing they mention in their notes actually happens, then we’ll certainly know for sure.”

I couldn’t even believe what I was hearing, but I felt the same way, so I checked my smartass response.

“Yeah, yeah . . . I suppose you’re right.”

 

It started to get warmer by the day and stayed above freezing at night. The gardens were planted, Sasha had gotten into a good routine with working remotely, and we’d planted a dozen or so little yearling fruit trees. We weren’t entirely sure whether it was the right time of year to do so, but we figured, hey, why would they be selling the little things at the nursery if it weren’t? We’d had a big load of stones delivered so I could build up the small stone wall that ran through our yard in front of the house, which had been eaten by the earth a bit over the years and had become hard to appreciate. Sasha was happy. I could see it, feel it, hear it in her easy laughter, and there was nothing more gratifying in the world to me.

I’d also started dedicating around four hours a day to the fifteen acres of ponderosa forest above the house, which hadn’t enjoyed much active management in what appeared to be half a century. There were huge snags of limbs and entire dead trees making the woods a premade bonfire and thus a real-deal fire-mitigation project. So, for about a week straight I’d been heading into the woods with Dash and my chain saw, bucking logs and dragging everything into burn piles we’d take care of this coming winter. It was hard work, but incredibly satisfying seeing literal piles representative of the day’s work. Dash was in heaven as well, chasing squirrels and even flushing a couple grouse. May had rolled around in full springtime glory.

I was in the kitchen cooking dinner. Sasha was in the office putting together some IKEA-type bookshelf we’d ordered. I was about to cut into a pepper when I thought I heard her gasp. As I opened my mouth to ask if she was all right, I heard her yell.

“Babe, babe, Harry, the light, the light is in the pond, right now. It’s there right now.”

Ice shot through my veins, goose bumps ripping down the skin of my arms. I hadn’t even put the kitchen knife down when I busted into the office. Sasha was standing at the window with her hand over her mouth.

I looked over her shoulder and saw it, same as before, a small ball of yellow light a few feet below the surface of the pond. Sasha locked wide eyes onto mine.

I glanced back at the pond and the light had moved just a few feet to the left. I was angry. That’s the emotion this stupid-ass little light brought out of me—anger. I knew what to do, but I was already trying to think of some other way we could test this bullshit, some way we could probe it. Sasha’s voice cut through the malaise of my thoughts.

“I’m getting the wood. Come with me and get Dash inside.”

Before I could even say anything, she was bolting through the living room. She ripped open the front door and took a hard left to go to the wood pile, and I yelled for Dash as I reached for the spotlight we keep inside.

Sasha was already coming back in with an armful of wood and the hatchet by the time I stepped off the porch and was shining the light around the yard, looking for the dog. I yelled his name a few more times before I found him.

He was at the edge of the yard, in the corner of the fence, facing the same spot in the tree line that had gotten him so worked up last time. His tail was down and his hackles were up. For some reason, seeing Dash like that was what gave me the first real blast of fear.

I screamed his name and he whipped around and sprinted through the yard for me as I went back up toward the porch.

I felt it then. The pressure in the air changed, my ears popped, and my mouth started watering. I could taste metal, felt almost nauseated.

I closed the door behind the dog, grabbed the shotgun from the closet, racked a shell into the chamber, checked the safety, and looked over to see Sasha already in the process of making the fire.

I leaned the shotgun on a chair and bent down to help, but Sasha gently slapped my hand away and smiled up at me.

“It’s a one-person job, love. I’ve got this.”

I’ll be damned if she didn’t look excited. I sat down behind her and thought about how lucky I was to find such an absolute rock star.

Dash was in the kitchen and started barking at the porch door, which faced the tree line that seemed to have him so transfixed whenever the light showed up. Sasha looked back at him but kept working. I could feel fear creeping into me. I wanted to fight something, but panic was competing with the anger. Sasha had the fire going on its own within a minute and scooted back to sit next to me, taking my hand. I called Dash over, and he came and joined us, whimpering as he paced around the fireplace.

Sasha and I sat there in silence for a minute or two, watching the fire. I felt enthralled by the fire, willing it to grow, almost devoted to the flames. Sasha turned to look at me.

“I . . . feel it. I feel something. Is that just me?”

“No, no, I can feel it too.”

Sasha nodded and stared down at our hands locked together. She looked frightened but determined. After another minute she glanced back up at me.

“We should see if the light’s there.”

I nodded, stood, and helped her up. I grabbed the shotgun and started slowly making my way toward the door to the office, holding the barrel in front of me, muzzle at forty-five degrees like I was some upland hunter following a gun dog, briefly amused at myself, as I was entirely unsure what I’d even shoot at.

We slowly walked into the office, looked out at the pond, and the light was gone.

That same feeling of emotional and physical relief washed over me. During my real party phase in college, I’d smoked black tar heroin foilies a couple times, and while that was a long time ago, I can certainly remember the feeling after taking a hit, and that was the most comparable sensation I could think to associate this with. I let out a shaky exhale as I shivered.

Sasha grabbed my arm.

“Oh my God, Harry, do you feel that?”

“I mean, what?” I asked, reflexively avoiding an affirmative answer as though it would help stymie the reality of the absolutely insane fuckery surrounding me.

“That . . . that feeling of just, it’s like a release; it’s amazing!”

She was staring down at her extended arms and started smiling as she looked up at me and went on.

“It’s like . . . it’s like my whole body itched, then all got scratched at the same second, then wrapped in a warm towel!” She laughed at herself, then grabbed my arm and took a step toward me.

“Harry, you felt that, right?”

I couldn’t help but laugh anxiously and nod. “Yeah, I definitely felt something.” Even saying that out loud shot a bolt of anger into me.

Sasha insisted on calling Dan and Lucy and inviting them over to talk about what had happened, raising the suggestion in a way that made it clear she anticipated my resistance, almost pitching the idea.

“Sure, give ’em a ring.”

Sasha looked startled, but quickly called them. The call was virtually the same as the last one, except this time, Sasha accepted their offer to swing by to check on us.

Sasha tidied up the house a bit in the minutes after the call, while I just sat on the porch as my anger continued to rise. Whatever the fuck they were doing, whatever the fuck was actually going on, I was going to find out tonight.

I stood when I saw their truck’s headlights coming down the county road and didn’t move until I heard the humming diesel engine go quiet and the sound of their boots crunching into the gravel of the driveway. They hadn’t even shut the gate behind them before I was pacing down the walkway toward them, hands clenched into fists. It looked like they were both about to speak at the same time when I cut them off.

“I want to know what the fuck this is, and I want to know right fucking now.”

Dan grabbed Lucy’s forearm and stepped in front of her protectively.

“No more fucking bullshit, all right? No more bullshit about spirits and rituals and hauntings or whatever the fuck you’re trying to package this as.”

I didn’t realize I was still advancing on the old couple until I saw the fear in Lucy’s eyes as they began pacing backward away from me. I didn’t realize the rage in my voice until I heard Sasha’s and felt her grab my wrist to pull my hand back from its rigid position, pointing into Dan’s face.

“Harry, stop it. Harry, stop it right now, calm down.”

I realized I was almost about to rip my arm out of Sasha’s grasp. I turned away from the frightened couple and stalked back toward the house, hearing Dan, Lucy, and Sasha all calling for me as I went but not actually hearing what they were saying. I just knew that if I was near them for another second, I was going to get violent. I was humiliated and furious. I needed to breathe.

Sasha convinced them to come inside while I paced around the backyard feeling helpless, embarrassed, and enraged. I eventually walked out to the garage in a daze with Dash at my heels. I sifted around one of the big Rubbermaid bins where I keep hunting and fishing gear until I found an old, very stale pack of cigarettes I remembered having stashed in there the year before. I grabbed the pack, lit one up, and walked back to sit on the steps up to the front porch.

I was trying to clear my mind, running through verses of apologies in my head, when I heard the front door open, and Dan came out, shutting it behind him.

I glanced up at him over my shoulder. Unsure of what to say, I held up the pack of old smokes. He waved a hand and shook his head once. I watched him as he slowly walked over to my left, hooked his thumb in his belt loop, let out a long breath through his nose. He stared up into the woods to the north as he leaned his shoulder on the pillar on the other side of the steps.

I had exactly nothing to say to this man. But it didn’t seem he was taking my silence as rudeness, so I finished my cigarette, without either of us saying anything. I wanted to be enraged at Dan, I wanted him to be the threat here, but my instincts were fighting that desire—my instincts were telling me that he was honest, and sane. Sasha’s instincts said the same, and I trusted hers even more than mine.

I stood and walked across the cement pathway that led from the porch to the front gate, knelt down, and crushed the butt of the cigarette into the grass of the lawn. When I turned back toward Dan, I stared at him for a moment, almost willing him to speak, and he finally broke the silence.

“I’m sorry you’re dealing with this, Harry. It’s a pain in the ass to have this on your mind, in addition to everything else. I know it ain’t my fault, but . . . I’m just sorry. It ain’t easy, Lord knows.”

For a fraction of a second, I thought I was going to attack him. The muscles in my right hand tensed, but the urge fled as quickly as it came and was replaced by a feeling of helplessness. I was still reluctant to say anything that would suggest I believed any of this was real. I shook my head slowly as I lit another cigarette.

I took a few drags, then let out a tense breath and looked up at him, then up into the sky, and shrugged. “Yeah, this is quite . . . quite uncomfortable.”

Dan nodded and replied without looking down at me. “Sure is.” I walked back up onto the porch, leaned on the pillar opposite from Dan, and looked over toward him to find him staring back at me.

“Look, I just want you two to be safe here. I know I sound crazy, I know you think I’m crazy, but this spirit is real, and it’s only going to get more dangerous, so can you do me a favor and just suspend your disbelief for a minute? You need to hear about what you’re going to encounter this summer and fall, and if you never want to talk to me again, fine, that’s just fine, but at least I’ll be able to sleep knowing I tried to prepare you two. So, while Lucy and Sasha are finishing their tea inside, can I finish giving you the rundown I started when I first came over here?”

I just shrugged and shook my head, then planted my ass back on the porch steps where I’d been sitting. “Sure, Dan.”

Dan cleared his throat as though he was about to spit, but the loogie never came. “You need to understand that there is a spirit in this valley, in these mountains. The Shoshone and Bannock Indians’ round these parts gave a name to it I never could remember, so I just call it the spirit. Strange things happen around here. Strange and dangerous, but only to the people who live in the valley. As I mentioned last time, it presents itself in a different way depending on the season. This spirit ain’t one thing, so to speak, but it’s what’s behind or motivating the strange occurrences which you will, unfortunately, come to know.”

Dan directed his gaze from where I sat back up into the dark forest. “You kicked us outta here right as I got to tellin’ you about summertime, what we call the bear chase season. Seems as though y’all have got this springtime spirit waltz down well enough, so I guess we’ll pick back up there.”

Dan stepped down from the porch onto the top step, then slowly began the process of shifting his weight to sit down—a process that catalyzed a symphony of dull cracks and pops in his knees and lower back, sounds of a man who’s lived a life working with his hands on his feet.

“The bear chase is how the spirit manifests in the summer. It only starts when you’re outside; might be that you’ve gotta be outside for it to happen at all. You’ll know it’s starting because you’ll hear a man hollering in a panicked voice. If you follow the noise of his yelling, you’ll see him eventually, a butt-naked man, naked as the day he was born, come running toward you at a slow jogging pace. Whole scene is the same every time. He’ll be coming at you out of the trees, naked, pecker dangling, and he’ll be being chased by a big ol’ black bear. He’ll be screaming for you to help him, begging you to save his life, and listen carefully: Whatever you do, do not let that man get close to you. First thing you’ve gotta do is get behind something that you can keep between you and him. This fence around the house is more than enough. Based on what I’ve seen over the years, he can’t open gates or doors, or even climb over things more than three feet high, but no matter where he manifests, he’ll be coming straight at you, so if you can get inside this fence around the house, or behind one of the cattle fences in the pasture, or even behind a big log, you should be fine as long as you keep that distance; the bear will get him.”

I’d already heard Sasha read portions of this description of the summertime spirit event in the notes they’d left for us, so it didn’t come as a total surprise, but I still wasn’t sure how to respond. I just kept working on the cigarette and nodded.

“Do you have a rifle?”

Dan’s question surprised me. I looked over at him. “Several.”

“What caliber?”

“Well, I mean . . . I’ve got a couple .22’s, a .22 mag, couple 5.56s, a .308, got a 30-06, a 7mm mag, I’ve also got—”

Dan put his hands up, nodded, and cut me off. “That’s plenty; any of those will do fine—just make sure to have one near the front door at all times, and maybe another in the garage, and always bring one with you when you’re working on the land. But as a marine, living out here in grizzly and wolf country, I trust you’d do that anyway.”

I forced out the only thing I could think to say. “Yessir.”

Dan went on. “I strongly recommend shooting the naked man, Harry.”

This surprised me, and I almost started laughing as I looked over at him. I shook my head in disbelief, entirely unsure of how to even respond to such nonsense. At the same time, it was so bizarre and Dan seemed so serious. “Shoot the naked man?”

Dan nodded slowly once. “If you don’t, the bear will get him anyway, and watching a man get eaten alive as he’s weeping, begging you to save him, and shitting all over himself, well, it’s unpleasant, no matter how many times you see it. Don’t worry about the bear, it ain’t a threat; the naked man is the dangerous one. Pretty simple shit here we’re talkin’ about, though, Harry. Don’t let the man get near you or Sasha, all right? He’ll tear you apart. But it ain’t that difficult, as he’s not that fast a runner, and neither is the bear; it’s like a light jogging speed. Just make sure that when you hear the yelling, locate the bear chase, get some structure between you and him, and shoot him; the bear will drag him off. That’s really all there is to it. This whole spectacle usually only happens three or four times a summer, just like the light in the springtime.”

I raised my eyebrows and kept my gaze locked onto the lawn in front of us at the bottom of the porch steps, using all my effort to force a nod of acknowledgment instead of starting to scream at Dan again. I finished the cigarette but didn’t bother getting up to crush the butt in the grass, just dropped it onto the walkway and stomped it out. I was at my wits’ end.

“Boy.” The edge in Dan’s voice pulled my eyes back up to his. “You’ve seen the light twice now, so that means you’ve felt it leave when you get the fire going—you’ve felt that sensation in your soul and your bones, like a wave crashin’ over ya. I know that ain’t a feelin’ you’ve ever felt before, so don’t bother denyin’ it. If you’ve got any sense, you’d know that ain’t somethin’ a fairy tale can do to a man. This is real, and for the sake of your wife, you’d better do what we’re tellin’ you.”

He had me there. Dead in my tracks. He was right. That sensation wasn’t just psychological. It was as physical and real as any I’d ever felt before.

I watched Dan’s face as he looked away from me, up at the night sky. He took in a long, deep breath through his nose. He considered the scent of the air as one would a glass of wine, then he nodded to himself slowly, as though he was confirming some hunch he’d had. He spoke without looking down from the stars.

“Summertime’s just around the corner, son. You can really feel it on nights like this, smell it in the air, and it’s important for you to remember . . .”

Dan slowly lowered his gaze and looked across the porch steps at me. “Springtime’s the easy one.”





Chapter 12

SASHA

I

The light came two more times before the spring rolled over into summer. Both instances happened under similar circumstances to the first two. Harry and I were cooking dinner or watching a show, and one of us would walk by the window in the bedroom or office that looked to the south, over the meadow and pond, and see the light. The same process would follow, and for me, at least, it seemed to get easier each time. Dash even seemed to gather that it was just a new routine.

Harry went through the motions as well but wouldn’t talk about it much. It was frustrating for me, as we were both experiencing the same insane circumstance, yet in his reticence I could read his struggle, see him holding on to the notion this was a hoax. Like disbelief was a lifeline. He’d checked his game cameras at the pond after all of the light instances. Each time there was nothing to show for it, the light not being enough to trigger the motion sensor, and each time he grew more frustrated.

As May came to a close, Harry and I started to discuss the next “manifestation” of the spirit more. Dan and Lucy called it “the bear chase,” and described it with some pretty frightening language. The night Harry lost his shit and screamed at them as they came through our gate, Dan and Lucy had left us with notes detailing the summer and fall spirit manifestations, and the bizarre little rules we needed to follow for each. They’d also told us that evening how winter was the “off season” around here, and how relieving it is to have a reprieve from the craziness from the end of fall until the beginning of spring.

On a few occasions over morning coffee or after dinner, I’d get out their notes, and I’d read them out loud and try to start a conversation about it. At this point, I felt it was important to take this seriously, but Harry would just nod along or shrug in response to questions. In his defense, how the hell should I know was a fair response to virtually any question someone could raise in regard to the notes.

One afternoon in late May, I was working in the little twelve-by-twelve box-kit greenhouse Harry had built next to all the raised beds, Harry was reorganizing a shed, and Dash started going absolutely ballistic over in the corner of the yard. By the time I’d figured out where Dash was and started yelling for Harry, he’d already made it inside and was bounding down the steps from the porch off the kitchen with one of his hunting rifles. I was trying to calm down Dash, while also looking in the direction of his barking, when Harry—who had the barrel of his rifle resting through a loop in the chain-link fence around the yard, looking through the scope—calmly spoke one word that almost made my heart stop.

“Bear.”

I started tearing my gaze between the direction he was aiming his rifle and his face. “Where, Harry, where?!”

He responded in a steady, quiet voice. “Big dead aspen along the fence line, two hundred fifty yards out. Black bear sow. You’ll see it in a second.”

I looked back toward the tree line, found the big dead aspen tree I figured he was referring to, and sure enough, within a few seconds, a large black mass came into view in the grassy glade at the base of the tree. My heart was pounding. It was still May, still springtime, but my thoughts immediately went to the summertime spirit ritual Dan and Lucy had told us about. The bear chase. I looked back at Harry’s face, not sure what to say.

The anger in Dash’s barking had subsided, replaced with a quieter rendition between low growls.

We knew we were in bear country and knew before even meeting Dan and Lucy that seeing black bears, or even grizzlies, was going to happen living here. But with everything we’d learned, I couldn’t even speak.

“She’s got cubs. Two of them. Come look.” I felt a surge of relief. I grew up in an area infested with black bears, and a mama with cubs is the last kind of black bear you want to bump into, but hearing she had cubs removed my fear that this bear encounter was about to evolve into something more bizarre and presumably traumatizing.

“Here, come look.” Harry stepped to the side, holding the rifle in place, and gestured for me to look through the scope. When I did, I could see them much clearer. The mama was standing in the glade, looking in our direction, occasionally glancing quickly over her shoulder in the direction of two adorable little cubs behind her. I watched one of the cubs stand up on its little hind legs to lick at some sap on the white trunk of an aspen tree.

“Wooow . . . our first Idaho bear sighting!” I looked up at Harry, who smiled at me and nodded.

“First bear.”

Harry knelt down and gave Dash a double-handed scratch on both of his cheeks. “Good boy, Dash. That’s a good boy. Thanks for the heads-up, buddy.” Dash looked up at Harry like he was a general from whom he was eagerly awaiting orders. It was precious.

Harry stood up and reached for his rifle. “Take a couple steps back and plug your ears.”

I was so confused I shook my head. “What? Why? Are you going to shoot it?”

Harry laughed. “Jesus, Sasha, no, but I’m gonna scare the shit out of it. You’re supposed to haze them, make them afraid. I don’t want a sow with cubs hanging around here, and neither do you.”

He was right about that. I remembered the sheriffs telling us to do that in my hometown: scare bears, throw things at them, even shoot paintball guns at them to keep them away. Pretty sure I’d heard the state biologists refer to it aversive conditioning at some point. Keeping them wary of people protects them in the long run. Harry gestured with his head for me to move back.

“Wait, Harry, what about Dash? I don’t want him to freak out.”

Harry gave me a teasing, almost sympathetic smile. “Sash, he’s a hunting dog. I’ve blasted a shotgun directly over his head a thousand times; you’ve seen me do it at least a hundred times. He barely even notices the noise, just gets excited and thinks there’s a bird to go retrieve.”

Right.

“Cover your ears, babe; this thing’s loud.” I put my fingers in my ears and watched Harry pull the bolt of the rifle back and slam it into place again in a quick motion. He shouldered the rifle, looked out toward the bear, then settled behind the lens of the scope. A second later, the pressure of the blast hit my face as soon as Harry pulled the trigger, the force sending a jolt through his body, the immense boom of the shot startling me regardless.

I pulled my fingers out and was surprised by the still-roaring echo of the rifle blast, surging out and up the mountain through the afternoon air.

I looked back to where the bear and cubs were, to see all three of them quickly turn back toward the national forest, away from our fence line, and bound up into the trees one by one. On cue, Dash had exploded into action, running down the fence around our yard in a full sprint, mouth open in a wide smile, cutting back and forth, looking at Harry for a direction as to where he should go find the pheasant that wasn’t actually there.

Harry yelled out to Dash, “I’m sorry, buddy, there’s no bird this time. Season’s coming, though, so I like the enthusiasm!”

Harry pulled back on the bolt of the rifle and sent an empty brass shell spinning into the grass, which he bent to pick up as he walked toward me. I gave him an anxious, uncertain smile.

“What? I shot the dead tree like forty feet away from the bears. They’re fine.”

I shook my head and laughed. “No, I know you didn’t shoot the bear. I’m just . . . I dunno, I guess I half expected to see a naked man come running down into the meadow.”

Harry pursed his lips in response and shrugged. “Not this time, I guess. There are bears here, you know, just like back home. Not all of them are the puppets of some mountain ghost.”

I rolled my eyes and took his hand.

The next night, we were playing gin rummy at the dinner table after finishing our meal. At the end of a game, I looked up at Harry. “You stay right there.” He gave me a confused look as I went into the office and grabbed a copy of Dan and Lucy’s guidelines.

He raised his eyebrows as he saw what I brought back to the table, but I put a finger up toward him.

“Harry, hush. I’m reading this and we’re going to talk.”

He put his hands out in mock surrender. “All right, all right. Let’s hear it.” I narrowed my eyes at him, then looked down at the page, cleared my throat, and read through the strange playbook. It covered everything from the naked man’s appearance to what kind of things you could put between him and yourself, the strangely slow speed of the bear chase itself, how Dan and Lucy thought the bear was on our team, all of it.

I put the pages down and looked up at Harry, who had crossed his arms and was nodding along slowly, looking at me without much in the way of discernible emotion.

“So, what are your thoughts? What if this is really about to happen? Entertain the hypothetical for a minute and just talk about it with me. Dan and Lucy said we were gonna see a light in the pond, and we saw it. They said when we light a fire the light goes away, and we saw that. They said we would feel it when the light disappeared, and we felt that. I think we need to at least have a conversation about what we do if this, just like the light, is real. Do you have some thoughtful, reasonable disagreement to doing that?”

He raised his eyebrows and cocked his head to the side, giving me a reluctant smile I recognized as his version of an all right, point taken face. He took in a deep breath before responding.

“Look, if this shit were to actually happen, we’re just going to have to do it live, babe. I mean, seriously, think about it for a minute . . .”

Harry held his hands out over the table, appearing to emphasize two parallel lines.

“Our property is adjacent to a national forest, with the closest trails only a bit over a mile up the mountain from our property, trail systems used by literally tens of thousands of hikers, campers, mountaineers, climbers, back- and cross-country skiers, horseback riders, foragers, photographers, hunters, anglers, state and federal officials, and others throughout the season. Furthermore, as we saw yesterday, there are actual fucking bears in this area. Thus, there’s a real-life possibility, albeit slim, that an actual, living person ends up getting actually chased by an actual fucking bear onto our property. I’m not just going to agree to institute some kill order on strangers getting pursued by predators whether they’re naked or not, because that’s just . . . that’s just fucking insane, babe.”

He made a good point, and I gave him a nod and a moment of silence as an acknowledgment of that, but I wanted to press. He could sense that, and before I could speak, he leaned forward, put his elbows on the table, and continued.

“That being said . . . ” He dropped his smile and looked me in the eye. “The prospect of this crazy bullshit coming to fruition while you are anywhere near it, alone, makes it palatable for me to temporarily engage this ridiculous babble with some legit sincerity. Plus, developing real-life emergency plans for this land is something that makes both of us feel better. I mean, we’ve talked about general protocols to follow if we have a black bear, grizzly bear, wolves, bull moose, mountain lion, or pack of coyotes come around, so why not this crazy shit as well?”

I crossed my arms and smiled up at him. “Thank you, sir.”

“So, if everything happens exactly as Dan and Lucy predict it will in their sinister little manifesto, then I will . . . shoot the naked man before he hurts us. Okay?”

I nodded. “Okay.” It was clear he’d actually been thinking about this on his own, even rehearsing that little spiel he gave me in his head a bit. “So, you have been thinking about this a bit and, dare I say, even taking it a bit seriously?”

He shrugged. “I have a lot of time to think about shit these days.”

I smiled back at him but wasn’t sure what to say, after a while settling on “This is just fuckin’ crazy.”

 

“What’d Lucy say this ‘summer manifestation’ is like? I’m sure you asked her about it.”

Harry was right about that, but it would be a more accurate description to say that I interrogated the shit out of her about it. That night, and over the coming days, I told Harry about every detail of our conversation I could possibly remember.

A couple days after Dan and Lucy had come over after the second light-in-the-pond moment, Lucy called the house one afternoon to ask if I was interested in joining her on a walk the following day. I immediately told her I would love to, and we made plans to meet around 2:00 p.m. on the county road somewhere between our driveway and the gate that opens onto the road from their pasture, and head up toward the national forest trailhead. Harry was a bit suspicious when he came inside that afternoon and I told him about the plan. But, as I pointed out to him, they’re our goddamn neighbors, and we’d need to get to know them better if we were going to be living out in the country like this. He did not have a rebuttal but did make a joke about having half a mind to throw on his old “battle rattle” and creep along outside of our view in case she tried to eat me.

The next day, I had a childish excitement to spend time with her. Despite all the weirdness going on, nothing had changed about the immediate and genuine impression she gave off. She just seemed so grounded, so wise. In fact, all the times I’d seen her since first meeting her in her driveway, I’d just become more attracted to her personality, even the way she spoke.

I grabbed the bear spray and my CamelBak, put Dash’s collar on him, and headed down the road to meet her. I caught sight of her walking up the road toward me when I got closer to their property.

As I expected, she was nothing but sweet, fascinating, and wise, and I hung on her every word as we walked back toward our place, and then up past our driveway toward the national forest trailhead, as Dash bounded around in front of us, chasing frogs and doing his little dog-in-paradise routine.

She asked all about how we were settling in, asked about Harry, about how he was processing all this strangeness. She told me all about growing up on a sheep ranch a few counties over, about how she met Dan at a dance hosted by the VFW in Rexburg shortly after Dan got out of the navy, what it was like running an active cattle ranch, and interrupted herself every time we walked by a unique flower, fern, or tree to take a moment to point it out and comment on its seasonal timing or some other unique characteristic. Within thirty minutes of our walk, I was enamored with her—the way she spoke, the way she looked at me to listen, the inflections she put on words, the way she looked over the land, the way she carried herself.

She had a very natural, informal sort of country dialect full of ain’ts and sure enoughs and goofy old expressions, but it was punctuated with a shockingly robust vocabulary that suggested she must be a prolific reader. I’d never heard anyone speak like her. This woman could be reading from a phone book and I could listen intently for hours. Her sophisticated yet rugged parlance and her physical grace made her like a living artifact. I’d never even been around anyone like her.

When I asked her if she and Dan had any children, she said they didn’t, mostly because they both had rough childhoods, but she also made a comment about how “raising children on land like this is, well . . . it would be awfully difficult, given the strange circumstances.”

She looked over at me. “What about you guys, thoughts on having children?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, I mean Harry really wants to have kids. I guess I do too, sort of, at least. Life’s just been so fast-paced these last years since we got out of college. I don’t know, the time hasn’t presented itself. Harry isn’t piling the pressure on or anything, but it certainly comes up often enough.”

She nodded and looked back up the road. “Well, y’all will get it figured out, I’m sure. I certainly wish I’d had kids sometimes, I feel it in my bones some mornings. Then again, every summer I see that naked man, well . . . I’m awfully happy I never put any little ones through that.”

She suddenly yet gently grabbed my arm and gave me a warm smile. “That is not to say I disapprove of it. I hope that didn’t come across as some criticism of your and Harry’s desire to raise children out here. I think you two could do it and do a fine job of it, I really do. I just . . . well, I just don’t think I’d have had the stomach for it myself, and I certainly have no regrets having made that decision.”

I smiled at her in return. “I understand, I think.”

We took in the grand view of the whole valley when we reached the top of the hill, where the road leveled out as we approached the national forest parking lot and trailhead. Lucy pointed out the homestead of the Berry Creek Ranch, the home of the mysterious old Joe.

I looked over at her. “So, Joe is the one who taught you and Dan about the spirit, and shared with you the rules and the rituals to follow?”

Lucy nodded. “Joe and his family were the ones who held our hands through the process. Joe’s a private man, but a very good man. He keeps people at arm’s length, which is natural around this valley. They’ve just been here so long, they’re sort of, well . . . the knowledge keepers of the valley and the spirit. That’s quite a burden, puts quite a bit of responsibility on ’em. I think half the reason Joe, his dad, and his grandad started buyin’ up the other properties around here is just so they don’t have to watch any more newcomers move in and get stuck with this, well . . . uncomfortable reality. In fact, if you and Harry hadn’t snatched up the Seymour place so fast, I reckon Joe would’ve. He was over in Montana when your place got listed and hadn’t bothered to reach out to the real estate company that owned it ever since the Seymours moved, so he never got any early notice of the listing.”

I had a thousand questions, but I was trying to be strategic with my interrogation. Luckily, Lucy went on without any prying.

“So, yes. Joe taught us about how to live here, how to navigate the spirit and the seasons, and when the Seymours bought your place in ’96, we offered to be the ones to share the knowledge with them—an offer Joe was happy to oblige. So, you’re only the second family we’ve ever had to, well . . . bring into the fold. I think Joe was relieved, to pass that burden on. I
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