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The wound

2003


A Trans Am drives in through the open bay door of the auto chop shop and growls to a stop just short of the two mid-size goons thudding their fists into my big brother, Kenny.
Those guys look up, distracted. So do the two bigger goons holding me from behind. I use their temporary distraction to yank myself free, but the Latino goon, a guy with a goatee and spider tattoos, grabs the back of my pants. Then the other one, a bald, thick-necked white monster of a man, flat hands me on the back of my head before he grabs me by the collar of my sweatshirt and pulls me up to his snarling face.
I’m gasping. Burning up with the heat and struggle. It’s blazing hot outside. Worse in here.
At seventeen years old, I’m almost six feet, with great cardio from all the running I do on the track team at Lindbergh High School, just south of Seattle. But none of that helped when I showed up here to beg Kenny to leave this street gang and come home. Even less when the gangsters jeered, threw rags and empty oil cans at me, then started slapping and kicking me back and forth between them. Finally, two of them started beating up Kenny while Goatee Guy and Flat Hand trapped my arms to make me watch.
Stupid to come here. I shouldn’t have come. Had to come.
The Trans Am’s motor cuts. Its door opens, and everyone turns to look. I see who climbs out and swear under my breath.
Cutter.
It’s not my name for him. They actually call him that. Kenny pointed him out to me once as someone to stay away from, and I’ve never forgotten because, like Kenny and my big sis, Kansas, I don’t forget anything. The Traine family memory—an endless set of full boxcars.
But I’d never forget Cutter anyway because he’s like some kind of nightmare king rat. He’s mid-twenties but shorter than I was before I hit my growth spurt. A raggedy mustache and long, greasy black hair pulled back in a ponytail are the nicest things about him. He’s so emaciated that I’m pretty sure he’s hooked on the same crack as Kenny. Or he could be a meth addict. I read that methamphetamine has a longer half-life but is harder on the body long term, destroying your teeth and gums, giving you skin infections and acne, lung and liver damage. Cutter’s got at least the acne and bad teeth.
And all of that somehow adds to his scary power. I feel it when he sees me and grins. Then he flicks his index finger, and Goatee Guy to my left runs and hits the button to close the bay door.
The door rattles down, shutting out the afternoon light. Everything becomes a surreal orangey-yellow from the caged bulbs overhead.
“Bring him closer,” Cutter says to Flat Hand, the guy who still has the collar of my sweatshirt bunched up in his fist.
Flat Hand lets go of the front collar of my sweatshirt and grabs the back of it instead, then makes me stumble toward Cutter before Cutter redirects him with that index finger toward Kenny. The thugs who were beating Kenny have now hoisted him up by his arms and seated him on a metal chair, holding him upright. They’re by a concrete wall lined with waist-high cabinets and shelves loaded with greasy tools and car parts in battered cardboard boxes. Kenny’s normally long, strong face is all bloody, and his eyes are staring and blinking like he’s only half there. I can smell his blood and vomit as the sleeve-tattoo guy brings me to a halt a few feet away.
I register that the only reason they’ve hauled Kenny up off the floor is because Cutter is here. Which means, I think, this is about to get really bad. Kenny’s eyes are glazed. He’s breathing roughly through his bloody nose and mouth, but I’m not sure he can see or hear anything that’s going on right now. His brain might be swelling for all I know.
I fight back the panic that rises in my throat.
All those other times I managed to pull Kenny out of bad places? They were just flukes. What was I thinking? I’ve made things a hundred times worse by coming here.
I jump when Cutter suddenly snickers right beside me. Probably on some kind of signal, Flat Hand turns me to face Cutter himself and pushes me down so I’m on my knees. Cutter is about six inches taller than me now. This close, my nose isn’t far from his armpits. He’s all rank and sour, like I imagine a rat would smell. And his acne, on his drawn, older face, makes his skin look all greasy and crumpled.
He grins his rotten-toothed smile at me like he knows exactly how his appearance affects people. “So you’re getting to be a bit of a fucking problem,” he says.
“Me?” I blurt.
“Talking with your brother, making him think he’s got somewhere else to go.”
“But—”
His bony hand is so fast it takes a second to register that he just slapped me. Then it stings like my skin’s on fire, and I can taste blood in my mouth.
“See it’s that lack of respect you got for me, for all of us,” Cutter says. “It infects your brother a little every time you see him. Like a virus.”
I open my mouth to speak, remember the slap, and freeze.
Cutter waits a second, staring at my stupid, open-mouthed face. “What do you want to say? Go ahead.”
Speaking in a voice that, even to my ear, sounds like a sniveling five-year-old, I say, “I just want him to come home.”
Cutter doesn’t slap me or laugh. Instead he gets serious. “Problem is, kid, your big brother’s way in debt to us. Bone deep. Which is a problem when an organization is trying to grow, you know? So we gave him a chance to work it off. Making deliveries, bringing in some friends, and pledging his loyalty to us. You see how going home with you would fuck that up?”
Before I can speak, he holds up a hand.
“Unless you want to take over his debt.”
That stops me cold, and I can feel my eyes go wide as my brain explodes with the possibilities—hope and terror and trying to figure out how I can contact my parents because they’re in Idaho right now, or maybe Indiana, and they’re both horrible at keeping their cell phones charged because they like doing business with their franchisees face to face, but maybe… “I could… If you give me a day or two. How much…?”
Cutter’s upper lip rises in a kind of sneer that’s twenty times worse because his gums are all mottled and pulled high above yellow teeth. He shakes his head. “You don’t get it, kid. His debt’s not just money anymore. He went way past that. He owes us his soul. We own him and ain’t never gonna give him up. Unless…”—he raises his eyebrows and voice like he’s explaining to me a magical one-time offer—“you want to trade us your soul, your loyalty. Join the Demon Monks as a junior soldier, and maybe we can let your big brother just go home like you want. What do you say?”
My mouth has dropped open again. I can feel ice racing through my arms and legs, my chest, neck, head, mouth. That’s why I can’t talk, right? Just that. I’m frozen. I should talk. I can’t talk. My jaw is quivering. How can I be such a coward? Kenny saved me lots of times when I was younger. He’s my brother. He’s… But if I…
Cutter breaks out in a hissing and grabs me by both my ears, shaking my head back and forth. “Time’s up, kid. No way we’re letting your brother go for a pansy smartass has to think that long.”
He throws me aside and turns to my brother. “Heyyyy, Kentucky!” he calls.
And this is where my insides go from ice to a kind of churning panic. Kentucky. Only Mom and Dad call him that—Kentucky like the state, where they conceived him. Our big sister is named Kansas. I’m named Jackson, as in Jackson, Mississippi. It was like our parents named us that to remind us we were born somewhere other than here, so we had to stick together. Especially since our parents are almost never around, always traveling. But then Kansas left for college, Kenny’s manic depression started taking over, and he turned to street drugs from these assholes...
“Kentuhhh-cky,” Cutter coos again, like he owns him.
Like he can do anything he wants to him.
Almost like he’s read my thoughts, Cutter nudges me and grins with his tongue between his pitted teeth. “Nice you got your baby bro’ out to watch this, Kentucky. He had a chance to get you free but took a pass, so it’s good he gets to see what he made me do.”
“No,” I beg under my breath.
Cutter backhands me this time, again so fast I don’t see it coming. I almost tumble sideways off my knees, except that Flat Hand won’t let me go down. He holds me up and shakes me, an unspoken command to keep watching.
Cutter turns back to Kenny and pulls a knife from a scabbard hooked onto the back waistband of his jeans. It’s not huge, maybe four inches, but comes to a nasty point. And when he spins it around his right hand, it’s clear he knows how to use it. Cutter. Of course.
I whimper, too scared to open my mouth.
Kenny, though, hasn’t responded to any of this, even though his eyes are still open. His head has sagged forward and he’s blinking. Trying to focus?
Pass out, I hear myself wishing at him. Lose consciousness.
Cutter steps forward, brings Kenny’s useless, sprawling knees together, and straddles them so he sits on Kenny’s thighs like a perversely ugly girlfriend. Once upon a time, Kenny looked like a square-jawed, All-American quarterback, six foot two, blond, strong. He could have just thrown Cutter off him.
But now he’s almost as skinny as me and loose-limbed, a shell of what he was. Easy to beat up. Easy to sit on. It makes me wonder what it is that Cutter sees in him that makes Cutter need to destroy him like this. Or maybe it’s not even about him. Maybe it’s about everybody in the gang and me and the world. Cutter has to teach them all that the king rat with the knife must be obeyed.
“Grab his hair,” Cutter says. “Hold his face up.”
The scarier of the two men holding Kenny—the guy is white, clean-shaven, but has dead, light gray eyes with a ragged scar under the right one—stabs his tough-looking fingers into the top of Kenny’s dirty, blond mane. He jerks Kenny’s face up so my brother’s blinking eyes and cheeks covered in blood reflect the yellow glow of the overheads.
“Hold him still now,” Cutter murmurs as he brings up the knife and presses the tip into Kenny’s face.
Kenny grunts and cries out as Cutter slowly and carefully carves a D on Kenny’s right cheek. When he’s finished, he starts into the M on Kenny’s left cheek, and Kenny finally starts to scream…and scream louder.
My muscles go silly. I want to drop down and hug the concrete, but Flat Hand won’t let me. The collar he holds me up by is so twisted around my neck and under my arms now that I’m thinking I might pass out from the restricted blood flow. I wish I had.
Kenny screams the whole way through the M, and I can hardly read the letters through all the blood. His face is just a carved up, gory mess.
Still, when Cutter finally slides off him and uses Kenny’s pants to clean his knife, I find enough guts to cry out, “He needs a hospital!”
Like a little kid. I feel my hot face running with tears and snot and can’t help it.
Cutter just laughs at me, letting the rest of the goons laugh.
“Oh, don’t worry, kid,” Cutter says. “We’re not going to let him die. ’Specially now he’s branded. Only question is whether we let you go home now you seen all this.”
“I haven’t seen anything,” I blurt, hating myself the moment it slips out.
“’Cause you know, Kentucky here has this freaky, crazy memory, right? Remembers everything he reads and sees? You like that, too? A little freak with the memory?”
“No! No. I don’t remember. I haven’t seen…” I sniff, then try to huff out all the snot from my nose like I’m scared I can’t breathe. It’s partly true, but it’s also to gross out Cutter, distract him so he’ll forget what he just asked me. Because of course, I am a little freak with the memory. My memory’s even better than Kenny’s. I know this address. I could recite everything I’ve seen in this chop shop, including the Trans Am license plate, the top license plate stacked near the stripped cars, the eye color and identifying marks of every gang member here, every article of clothing they’re wearing, and everything Cutter is saying to me now.
“But you still might just run home and call the police on us, hunh?”
“I won’t!” My mouth is dry with terror. Of course that’s what I was going to do! So what happens now? Think! I’ve read The Godfather. I’ve seen Scorsese movies. But I can’t think. My brain’s locked up.
Cutter squats down so he’s right in my face. “Real simple, kid. You call the police—and we’ll be watching you. We’ll know. You call the cops and I kill your brother. Slow and painful. Like this was nothing. You get it?”
I jerk my chin down. Of course. Of course that’s what they’d do. Of course.
“Say it.”
“Yeah. Yes.”
“The whole thing.”
I reel it off: “‘Real simple, kid. You call the police—and we’ll be watching you. We’ll know. You call the cops and I kill your brother. Slow and…’” I catch myself and cover it by sobbing and trying to blow out my snot to the floor again.
Cutter jumps back and up, close enough to be disgusted this time. He points to the scary guy with the dead gray eyes who’s still holding Kenny’s hair. Then Cutter looks at me.
Dead Eyes obviously understands, because he drops his grip on Kenny’s hair and walks over to me. He waits for Flat Hand to release me, then kicks me so hard in my chest it sends me tumbling across the concrete floor. The pain in my chest is like someone’s carving me up from the inside, but my peripheral vision still registers Cutter directing the other three gangsters to load Kenny into the back of the Trans Am, roll up the bay door, and gather up any other stuff they’ve left lying about.
They’re leaving.
I’m never getting out of here.
Dead Eyes is at me again, kicking and punching me again and again so that I can’t actually see or hear the Trans Am and the other guys leave. I’m in a world of pain and fear, sure my bones are breaking, my brain’s hemorrhaging.
I’m going to die.
I’m going to die.
…
It stops.
My body’s a tight, pulsating clot of pain. But what scares me, what makes my testicles shrivel and try to crawl back up inside me, is how everything’s dark. Have I gone blind? Did he kick out my sight?
I try to blink and find I can’t, and that’s a relief. Maybe my eyes are just too swollen to open. Or maybe it’s psychosomatic paralysis because my body is totally clenched in a kind of death throe.
At least my ears still work, because I hear a raspy voice beside one of them. I assume it’s Dead Eyes.
“Like the boss said, you ever come back here, you ever go looking for your brother, he’ll die and I’ll kill you.”
Then he’s gone.
I lie clenched up and blind for what seems like hours before I can move again. My sense of time is all messed up, but I can feel the eyes of Cutter and Dead Eyes on me somehow. And maybe everyone—every classmate who ever reasoned I had to be damaged like my brother, every adult who ever tested my memory and found it freakish—they’re all watching me now to see if I’ll follow directions for once, like a good little boy, or screw it up, blab, and get my brother and me killed.
Because I failed. Because I couldn’t figure out how to get Kenny away from them fast enough, then couldn’t step up when Cutter offered to take me instead of him.
I want a do-over, I sob silently at the universe. Let me save Kenny somehow. Let me fix things. Whatever it costs.
And I swear I hear the universe answer back, Be careful what you wish for.




1
A face from the past

2021


They all hate you, Jackson. All your students.
They do not, or they wouldn’t have stuck with the course.
You’re messing up.
I’m doing fine.
They’re laughing at you.
No, I’m laughing at you.
I was teaching my first-ever class of students at the University of Washington, fourteen days before the winter quarter exams, and I was handling the mental chatter of my social anxiety and PTSD pretty well today.
True, at this moment I was finding it hard to turn back from my PowerPoint review of COVID-related drug use and suicide to actually face my students again, but I would. My studies, my carefully-controlled lifestyle, my self-prescribed desensitization—teaching this class!—were paying off.
I cleared my throat nervously, tried to ignore the sweat dripping under my armpits and around my nose under my COVID mask, and turned.
My class of forty-one upper year students was still there. I knew all their names, class habits, and even where they’d sat on each day of the year, which wasn’t as amazing as it sounds since most claimed a favorite seat and COVID guidelines dictated a certain spread across the lower third of the hundred-plus stadium seats.
They were good kids, mixed backgrounds but all smart, here to learn about phobias, anxiety, and panic attacks from someone who was a published expert in the area. That was me. It was why the university had recruited me so soon after I’d obtained my psychology license in Chicago. And the challenge of speaking each week in front of a group of students was why I’d agreed to uproot my private practice and come back to Seattle.
Very bold. Knew my stuff. I could do this. I smiled, opened my mouth, and—
Danger! There is danger here!
I froze.
My heartrate sped up.
I looked down, took a deep breath, but my heart didn’t slow.
Okay, apply reason. I didn’t know what in my environment had caused this, but I knew it could be almost anything. Something in the room, the way a student was sitting or looking at me. If it triggered the PTSD paranoia that conflated social judgement and physical harm, my amygdala would shoot panic signals at my hypothalamus and…
It didn’t matter! Right now, this close to the end of my time with these students, I owed them my best self.
So I pictured my terror loop speeding up into nonsense chatter, high and comical, then made it swirl and get sucked away as I focused on my body, breathed deeply, and recommitted again to my in-the-moment, calm life.
Got it?
Yes.
I raised my head.
“All right!” I called out, to the obvious relief of my waiting students. “Apply what you’ve learned. We’ve got someone with an intense, always-there fear of embarrassment, humiliation, rejection. Social anxiety. Has COVID made it worse or better?”
Hands shot up around the class.
I nodded, still breathing deeply, slowing my heart. These were good kids. That was the reality. I was grateful for their patience with me.
“Shawna?”
The robust redhead followed her alarming habit of tugging at her mask so she could lick her lips as she prepared to speak. “They obviously like it,” she said and let her mask settle back in place. “Because they’re supposed to stay home and limit how many people they see, right? Isn’t that what someone with social anxiety wants?”
“Good reasoning,” I said. “Very possible. Someone else. Carlos? ¿Qué opinas?”
“Yeah.” The short, intense boy looked over at Shawna. He didn’t touch his mask before he spoke. “But now they got even more worries when they meet someone. Even an Amazon delivery guy. COVID. Or people crazy from being locked up. Or QAnoners.”
“And money!” called out another boy, Mikael. Bigger. African American. Arbiter of all things revolutionary yet deeply compassionate.
That encouraged others to join in. “Changing government!” “Lockdowns!” “Beatdowns!” “Cops!” “Sports shutting down again!”
I let the shouting go on for a minute or two, knowing this was one small way for them to blow off exam jitters and fears about finances, relationships, the environment, and COVID. It was amazing, really, how well they all coped.
“All right!” I said. “But are all these fears and anxieties cumulative? Can they join with a preexisting anxious state? Or are they a separate phenomenon with a different treatment? How would you go about…”
I blinked.
For some reason, my eyes had risen to the shadowed upper back rows of the class where students never sat and…
Someone sat there.
A new student. No, not a student. A man in his…forties?
He sat slumped low in his chair with his face half covered by his long, dirty brown hair, his scraggly beard pressed into his chest. No mask. He wore a battered, patched-up tan military jacket over layers of stained, filthy tee-shirts and a pair of patched-up jeans, like he’d been sleeping outdoors.
How had he slipped in? Was he homeless? Seattle’s relatively temperate climate attracted scores of homeless, particularly after how hard winter had hit the rest of the country this year. They were everywhere.
But then he became aware I was looking at him and raised his head. I felt myself go cold and dry mouthed as I looked into his dead, light-gray eyes, a scar under the right one. I knew him. It was the man who’d held Kenny up by the hair when Cutter had carved him. Dead Eyes. The man who’d then beaten me half to death and whispered the threats in my ears that made me abandon my brother.
“Professor?”
The unfamiliar female voice dragged my eyes further to the right, a few rows down, and I saw that, impossibly, another unfamiliar body had slipped in. But I could barely focus on her, other than to notice she was older than my regular students, vaguely Middle Eastern, beautiful even with her mask on, but…
A sudden sound near the classroom’s entry door jerked my gaze that direction, and I saw Dead Eyes slipping out.
Focus found.
“That’s all we’re doing for today!” I barked out. I flicked off and disconnected my laptop, shoved it into my leather satchel, whose strap I slung over my shoulder and neck, and turned back to the class. “Read the last chapter of the text. Last two classes we review for the exam. Mikael, please wait around and close the lights and lock the door on the way out.”
Then I sprinted up the steps between the first and second columns of stadium seats, ignoring the muttering and looks of my students, avoiding the gaze of the beautiful mystery woman who’d called on me, even as I crazily imagined I could smell a waft of her perfume on the way up the stairs. Maybe her soap. Maybe just my imagination.
I lunged out the door at the top and looked around wildly. Thought I saw a pair of dirty jeans and the back flap of an army shirt duck around a corner down the hall.
“Hey!” I called and ripped off my mask, stuffed it in my pocket. “Wait!”
I needed to know why he’d come. It couldn’t have been to punish me. Not after all these years. I’d never talked! It had killed me all through the months of my parents searching for Kenny, and the later news that suggested he was dead. I’d said nothing.
So I continued my pursuit again, driven by my guilt and my anger. Because what was Dead Eyes doing here? Did he have some kind of guilty conscience after all these years? He should have! Did he want to tell me how Kenny died? How it was his fault? Not my fault. His fault. All their faults.
“Hey!”
I reached the corner, screeched to a halt, and peered carefully around it, suddenly scared. Because what if someone thought I’d talked? What if they’d been biding their time all these years until I’d come back to Seattle and someone had seen me. Had reported me.
Then I had to tell them I never talked. Right?
Danger!
Yeah? No shit. And more if I just wait around for…whatever.
There was a new short stretch of empty hallway, then an intersection. I swallowed dryly, clutching my satchel to my side. I had no idea which way the different halls went, where the stairs were, where they came out. This was Bagley Hall, where administration had only moved my class a week ago. Not where I usually taught. I’d never explored this part of it.
Listening for all I was worth, I thought I heard feet thudding down stairs somewhere ahead to the right. And behind me? I ran for the sound ahead of me and tore recklessly around the corner, but there was nothing there. All these halls were deserted, like most of the campus seemed deserted much of the time. A frigging COVID ghost town.
I backtracked. Ran down a different hallway. Found some stairs. Ran down them to a door leading outside.
When I oh-so-carefully slipped outside, Dead Eyes, if he’d ever even come out this way, was gone.
Shit.
And it was raining.
I swayed back and forth, clutching my satchel hard against me, my heart pounding. My jaw and fingers trembled violently. A part of me worked through Dead Eyes’ actions and concluded that whatever had brought him to my class, it wasn’t to actually interact with me or he’d have done so.
But it felt like he’d interacted. Because now all the panic and guilt that came from losing Kenny and running from my own shadow for over a decade were wracking my body.
My stomach tightened. My skin crawled with a nameless terror.
The counseling sessions I’d done in university and during my internship, the cognitive-behavioral tricks and mindfulness and lifestyle they’d advised, all my own research—they usually worked to give me good control in social situations…until an unexpected environment or an asshole like Dead Eyes triggered my PTSD and shot things all to hell.
I was heading toward a full-blown panic attack and shook my head hard against it.
No!
Breathe!
I sucked in a deep breath. Another. I focused on how the March drizzling rain pattered off the stagnant water of the Drumheller Fountain, where the actual fountain never seemed to be on.
Dead Eyes.
No! Focus on the pretty woman who dropped in on my class. What was that all about?
And breathe.
Again.
Better. Good distraction, the woman. I’d talked to few women socially since coming back to the West Coast. In fact, Jude Spiegelman, my roomie from Illini, meaning the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, sometimes called UIUC, had been calling me about this repeatedly for the last month. He was worried about me. He knew he was the only real friend I had in the world right now, outside of my big sister. There just weren’t many people who could handle the deep level of my mental dysfunction. Just Jude. And my big sister.
Without them…
“Professor?”
I jerked around to see Mikael standing in the cold rain about six feet away. He was a big youth, over six feet and built like a football running back. Square jawed. Fierce eyes. But now he was carefully keeping his social distance and holding up his hands like he was trying to calm a skittish animal.
That would be me.
“Mikael?” I said. “You got the room locked up?”
“Shawna locking up. You doin’ okay?”
I cleared my throat, running a hand back over my wet hair, struggling and failing to meet Mikael’s eyes. This was simple social anxiety—fear over what this impressive young man thought of me. “I’m…fine.”
“You know we here for you, right? All o’ us. You just gotta reach out.”
I nodded, still not meeting his eyes, fighting the swelling of tears in my own because, despite bringing myself back under control with thoughts of my best friend and sister, and despite my ability to teach and comfort and reassure anxious clients, my subconscious simply did not believe at a fundamental level that it was safe to reach out to others for help. Not when my memory held onto such clear moments of human evil and the pain it brought.
“Yes. Yes, thank you, Mikael,” I said. “I appreciate that, but I’m fine. And I need to go now. Thank you.”
I oriented myself, turned left, and without once meeting Mikael’s eyes, began threading my way between buildings to get back to my office in Guthrie Hall.
Much later, I’d wonder if I had reached out to Mikael then, maybe just managed to go for coffee with a few of my students, would it have short-circuited my reactivated guilt-fear loop and changed what was to come?
Or were the next steps of my journey so preordained that I couldn’t have changed course if I’d tried?
What do they call that?
Payback.
[image: image-placeholder]   
I dallied on the way to my campus office, lost in a mental turmoil of self-doubt and memories. Mikael, my other students, they couldn’t know what I had gone through before I’d reached their age. The awful choices I’d made the day they cut up Kenny and the days that followed. How I’d failed him.
I was soaked to the bone by the time I arrived at Guthrie Hall and took the stairs up to the third floor.
My door was unlocked when I arrived. Odd. I rarely forgot to lock it.
I got even more of a shock when I stepped in and found someone waiting for me. The mystery woman from the lecture hall. Even half-turned from me, sitting in the oatmeal-cloth seat I kept in front of my desk, I could see her olive skin, brown eyes, high cheekbones, proud nose, and wide, full lips. Persian heritage? Israeli? She stood up and smiled, and again I got the synesthesia-like experience of smelling fresh air and floral perfume just from her appearance. Like she should smell wonderful because she looked that way.
But she wasn’t wearing a mask. I wasn’t wearing a mask. This was so wrong.
I was too discombobulated to get farther than that. Neither of us offered to shake hands, of course. I just slicked back my wet hair and goggled at her, my mouth hanging open.
Finally I got hold of myself and flushed with acute embarrassment. Clutching my soaked leather satchel to my side, I half stumbled around her and my desk until I reached the safety of my chair and sat.
“I’m…” I began. Then I realized I was still clutching my satchel, so hard now that my knuckles were turning pale. “Um…excuse me.”
I carefully put down my satchel and pulled my laptop out of it. Still relatively dry, thank goodness. I grabbed a towel I kept in my lower drawer for just such Seattle weather emergencies. I wiped the laptop dry with careful deliberation to give myself time before looking at her again. Finally, I set the laptop on my desk and sat, as did my guest. I didn’t keep a separate computer here. I just lugged my laptop with me everywhere I went—to class, to this campus office, to my counseling office, to my rented apartment and its oh-so-comfortable bed.
I looked up to find my female guest watching me and blushed to think she might somehow know I was picturing my bed, then seeing her.
“Um, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t stare, and…” I pulled my office mask out from the right-hand drawer and pulled it over my mouth and nose, but I didn’t take my eyes off her as I did. Her hair, I noticed, was not only gloriously thick, but curly brown with auburn highlights, and in this rainy weather, a bit of a frizzy mess. I unconsciously ran my laptop towel over my own slicked-back hair, my face, my neck, before I noticed what I was doing and dropped the towel back into my open lower desk drawer.
The woman’s hair was parted in the middle but bounced thickly around her shoulders, one side pulled back behind her ear. I didn’t dare scan down to see what her body looked like, even though I was aching to.
I had a flash of Dead Eyes staring at me, Kenny screaming, then Jude laughing and telling me to chill, to stay in the moment. Be here now.
My guest gave a half smile and pulled the hanging side of hair back behind her other ear. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said, pointing to her mouth and licking her lips. “I was in one of the early vaccine trials, and I still get tested monthly. Lots of antibodies. No discernable viral load despite a confirmed exposure two weeks ago. I usually wear a mask inside and in crowds outside to reassure people who don’t know. I can put one back on if…”
“No, no, no, please,” I said and took off my mask. I’d had my first dose last week. Then, “Do you know me somehow?”
“We’ve never met,” she said at last, and I felt myself thrill to the sound of her voice. That self-assurance again. It reminded me of my sister, Kansas, and of my mother. And she was wearing virtually no makeup, I realized. A touch of eyeliner? Some blush? Not that she needed anything. When she smiled, there was just a hint of wrinkling around the eyes and that uncovered, generous mouth that shouted, I’m alive!
“I know that. I’d remember,” I said about having never met before. “Eidetic memory.”
“Good to know. But you’re probably wondering why I was at your lecture and why a staffer let me into your office to meet you.”
“Yes. Yes.”
“Well, Professor Traine—”
“Jackson.”
“Jackson. My name is Doctor Lena Cortland. I teach physics and do research at Berkley. My specialty is elementary particles and fields.”
She’d given me her title, which meant Respect me, and both her first and last name. Out of courtesy because I’d offered my own first name? Or was it an invitation to choose how I’d address her? A test?
My normal bubble of social anxiety began to rise again. I was usually able to suppress it in one-on-one meetings when the roles were clear, like in my psychology practice, but this beautiful woman’s full name and title threw me. How to address her? A challenge. I felt my face grow red and my hands started to sweat.
She seemed to understand and said quickly, “Call me Lena, please. And I’ll call you Jackson. Just two colleagues, okay?”
The rush of relief made my eyes water as I looked at her and she did me the honor of accepting that without looking away. She simply nodded and continued.
“I’m here in Seattle because one of the tech companies here offered to sponsor some research I’m doing and insisted it be done here.”
“Which company?”
She smiled. “It’s not Expedia, Big Fish, Zillow, Remitly, ExtraHop, or Getty Images.”
“Ah.” I stared at her blankly. “Is that supposed to tell me something?”
Still the smile. “Do you know the names of any big tech companies here?”
“Um…Microsoft.”
“And…?”
I frowned. It was an area I rarely paid attention to, but I’d obviously read about it somewhere because an answer popped out. “Amazon.”
“Two for two.” She laughed. “Now, fair’s fair. Do you want to ask me what famous psychologists or psychiatrists live around here?”
“I don’t know who the best are, but if you want the most famous…”
“The point is I only know of one.”
“Who? Marsha Linehan?”
She laughed again. “I have no idea who that is.”
“Then who… Oh.”
“Jackson Traine.”
“I’m not exactly famous.”
“Give it time.”
During this exchange, I had managed to subtly (I thought) sneak a glance at her body as she laughed and shifted in her chair. The simple cream blouse and gray slacks she wore didn’t reveal much but promised enough that I forced myself not to look again in case I got caught staring. The shame I could probably live with, but I’d die if I gave this woman any reason to regret coming here.
“I looked you up,” Lena continued, apparently oblivious to my struggles, “because I came across your paper on clients you’ve worked with who seemed to believe they’ve lived past lives. Other lives.”
“Past life regression,” I said. “Back in Chicago. My first year fully licensed. I was answering the paper by Dr. Gabriel Andrade that weighed the therapeutic benefits of how hypnosis is usually used to make people believe this fantasy against the downsides of doing so.”
“What downsides?”
“Lack of informed consent for starters, since the patient is consenting to undergo a procedure that purports to do something there’s no solid evidence for—traveling in his or her mind to a supposed past life.”
“But—”
“And even more troubling, not informing the patient of the potential risks, such as forming false memories that become part of his or her psyche and may impact not only their life but the lives of others.”
Lena frowned. “Like people who falsely remember child abuse.”
“Yes. There seem to be rare cases of a person forgetting childhood abuse and remembering it later, but most abused children don’t forget, even if they don’t understand or share what happened. But you still get some therapists, hypnotists, or well-meaning laypeople who think they can help bring back ‘repressed’ memories and end up helping their patients ‘remember’ things that never happened.”
“You don’t believe in repressed memories?”
“Like I said, rare cases. On the other hand, there’s loads of evidence showing how we can create false memories in people. Elizabeth Loftus made her career on it. You don’t have to look far to see that the human brain has immense abilities to believe in things that aren’t there or never were. Sometimes such beliefs can comfort people and give them hope. Other times, like when whole communities are torn apart by children being persuaded to recount tales of their preschool providers performing sexual acts on them as part of a satanic ritual, not so much.”
I looked down. The real abuse in the 1980s and 90s “Satanic Panic” cases had been by the so-called specialists brought in to question the children. Even mentioning it caused an automatic roiling in my gut because of course this kind of craziness never went away. Witness Pizzagate and QAnon.
Lena obviously saw that and waited a few moments in respect before asking, “So how did you guard against that with the past life regressions you did?”
I swallowed a sour taste and fingered the wood of my desktop. “I had some success with hypnosis when I first started my practice. I helped people stop smoking, lose weight, and find better ways to deal with their anxiety.”
“Even their social anxiety?”
I grimaced, assuming she’d figured out my own struggles. She was uncomfortably observant. “I had three different prospective patients approach me about past life regression therapy, meaning hypnosis that would help them believe they were remembering an earlier life they’d lived. I agreed to do so with each of them as long as they agreed we would both treat it as an exercise of imagination, a way to explore who they would have liked to have been, and how that imagined life might help them understand who they are now. And who they might become.”
“Were they struggling with gender dysphoria?” Lena suggested.
“You’ve been doing your research. One was trying to get over her childhood sexual abuse. One was struggling with having multiple people in his life die within an eighteen-month period.”
“So what happened?”
I looked at her. Really looked at her. And I understood she was asking me not to have me tell her what happened. She’d obviously read my paper in which I described the experience. Which meant she was what? Trying to understand why I’d done it really? How it had affected me?
“I never did so-called past life regressions after those three,” I said and let the sorrow and disappointment and anger at my own folly register on my face. I’d known the dangers of what I’d done. And even with the warnings I’d given and the agreements I’d extracted from my patients, I had, in my judgement, made two of their lives worse for the experience.
“It hurt you.”
“It hurts me to hurt other people. Yes.”
“And to fail, even when you did your best.”
I tilted my head, looked deep into her eyes, and suddenly had a flash of fear. Did she somehow know about Kenny? Was that what this was really about? She was secretly tied to Dead Eyes and whatever the Demon Monks had become. She was luring me into talking with her beauty and…and her incredible mind. It was no coincidence she and Dead Eyes showed up the same day.
My face went rigid, and I was suddenly glad of the desk between us, though this room was far too small for me to feel safe.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
I saw her eyes cloud over in confusion at the change in me. She blushed with the kind of sudden embarrassment you get when you see someone has turned against you, that you’ve made some grave error. “I told you,” she said. “I’m interested in your experience with past life regression patients.”
“Why?”
She started to speak and stopped, too flustered to be acting, clearly not some kind of hit woman, maybe only exactly what she’d said she was. Which meant my reaction right now was just my PTSD paranoia, something I regularly told my anxious clients to guard against.
I turned from her to collect myself. When I turned back, she’d pulled a business card and pen from her purse and was writing something on the back of the card.
“Look,” she said contritely, “as much as I’d love to just tell you everything right here, it’s too big a thing for that. I also have a meeting I have to get to. But I’ve written the address where I’m doing my work on the back of my card. Plus a security code. Don’t lose it. Show it to the guard at the gate, and use the code to get into the building. Please come. Let me show you what I’m doing. It will explain everything.”
She reached over my desk to deliver it.
I was amazed that with all the pain and paranoia she’d stirred up in me, I still wanted desperately to apologize. To give us a chance. I felt the warmth of her fingers as she held on a moment before letting the card go.
But you’re not allowed to be attracted to women, Jackson.
Jude says I am! My therapists…
They’re wrong! Kenny’s dead. What about him? You have no right.
Survivor’s guilt. It’s just survivor’s guilt.
I held up the card. “When?” I asked. Shorthand for when should I visit the address she’d just given me.
“Tomorrow,” she said, understanding perfectly. “Anytime between six a.m. and ten p.m. would be good.”
Then she stood and walked to the door.
I jumped up to open it for her, but she was out and walking down the hall before I could reach her.
Watching her go, I marveled at how upset I was that I hadn’t gotten close enough to see if she smelled as lovely as I imagined. Which only added to my wonder of how strongly she affected me. Yes, she had the confident intellect of my mom and sister, with a beauty completely different and worlds above either of theirs. And a sense of humor. And she seemed to see my anxiety and not hold it against me. She even seemed…attracted to me. The hair preening. The smiles. The moment with the card.
Given my general inability to nurture any romantic relationship before now and the general emotional dysregulation caused by Dead Eyes’ appearance, there was no way this was going anywhere.
But I still whispered an apology to my dead brother, Kenny, and began Googling how early I’d have to start to get to Lena’s workplace by 6:00 a.m.
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Jump back


The day’s events and a ferocious nightmare about Kenny woke me up in the middle of the night with my heart racing. I was up for hours before I finally slept again and didn’t wake up until nine. That killed the six a.m. plan. I had back-to-back clients at ten, eleven, twelve, and one. No time for yoga or my usual run through Interlaken Park or even a short one through the smaller, closer Volunteer Park.
I made the mistake of playing a YouTube news clip as I pounded back a quick breakfast of porridge with fruit, nuts, and yoghurt. It was more follow-up on the January 6 insurrection at the Capitol. More footage of the right-wing Trump supporters smashing flagpoles into Capitol police officers, using pepper spray on them, breaking things, chanting about hanging the vice president.
Their faces reminded me too much of Cutter’s. And Dead Eyes’. And Flat Hand’s. The Demon Monks might have been motivated by money and power, the Trumpists by lies and ethno-nationalism, but the delight they all took in violence, breaking the rules… There was a commonality between the gangsters and the so-called patriots of January 6.
I shut the news clip off in disgust, showered, and drove my sky blue Chevy Bolt the eight minutes it took to reach the office space I’d rented near the bottom of Washington Park. Five months ago, when UW had recruited me from Chicago to teach a two-times-a-week course for the winter quarter, I’d flown out here immediately to find a place where I could also relocate my counseling practice. And this place near the bottom of Washington Park had seemed to be in a sweet spot between the rich neighborhoods of East Roy and those on the Lake Washington waterfront but also close enough to downtown and the university that anyone in need there could easily get to me.
The evidence so far said I’d been right.
After a gradual startup, helped by social media networking and generous word of mouth from former colleagues and clients, I now had as big a client load as I wanted to carry. I’d even had to hire a part-time psychometrist to handle testing and administrative duties.
I found it all invigorating, I reflected, as I walked past the elevator and climbed the single flight of marble stairs in the padded hush of the building. Especially my clients.
I pulled on my mask as I entered the even-more-hushed reception area of my office, all wood panels and broadloom. I nodded to my psychometrist, Megan, and led in my first client, a woman who’d really been coming out of her shell in the last few sessions.
Because the sessions were all about the client—I was just the catalyst, the listener, the guide, the coach—my anxieties rarely flickered here. The wonder of being able to help people as I wish I’d been helped so long ago swept me into a state of flow that took me through this client and the three who followed her.
After I showed my last client out at two o’clock, I scanned and filed my notes for the day’s sessions, typed in additional comments, then reviewed with Megan the personality and career-aptitude tests she’d administered and scored the day before.
I was out of flow now, so the mental chatter started again, hopeful this time.
Now? Now? Can we go now?
Not yet. Food.
Keeping my mask on, I jogged down the stairs and splashed across the street to the amazing Asian-themed salad takeout there. Defying the tough business climate of the pandemic, it had opened up almost concurrently with my own practice and was flourishing. It seemed like a sign that I, too, was in the right place at the right time to flourish. I’d escape my ever-recurring guilt and fear of judgement and actually find happiness. I’d train myself to interact normally with people other than clients in a natural, spontaneous, open, and loving way.
I’d become whole.
It hadn’t happened yet, even with my adjunct professorship giving me regular social exposure practice. But I would keep trying. Focus on the now. I was in the shop.
I selected two types of fresh tuna for my proteins and asked Izumi and his wife, Hiroko, to add brown rice, sliced cucumber, chopped kale, imitation crab, avocado, julienned green onion, tomato, grated seaweed, and the takeout’s special
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