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			For my son, Dmitri, 
who I will always think of as my Meetch. 
I love you.

		

	
		
			I

			“Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process, he does not become a monster.” 
—Friedrich Nietzsche

		

	
		
			Ch: 1

			Morning

			Coford Brook

			Goodwin, Maine

			Her skin was pale; it gave but didn’t bounce back. It sort of stayed indented. The impression of his stick remained, whiter than the grey around it. He never knew her—the girl from the posters. He didn’t know she’d be there, and he hadn’t been looking for anything more than something to do. He was only looking for crayfish to catch. Going through the culvert made much more sense than climbing the bank, crossing the street, and then sliding down the gravel on the other side.

			When Jack Killarney and his friends came to the corrugated steel culverts, they always went through them. Their hands would stick to the spots of pitch on the inside and the air would change from fresh brook-side breeze to a stale, petroleum-based stench. With their hair shorn by fathers with barber’s clippers, nothing really got in it. They would waddle through the pipe, watching the stream pass between their plaid shorts and tan, bony legs. The water would darken as they went, seem to swirl more, and they wondered at the creatures that must live under the few rocks they saw. It would be dicey to lift those slick stones, because stopping forward progress might lead to falling into the water, so widely set were their feet. 

			But it was in there, beneath the undeveloped end of 22nd Avenue, where he found her. In the distance, backlit by the opposite end of the culvert, she could have been a clutch of branches cluttered with plastic Zayre bags.

			Lying there, her body caught on a discarded car wheel, the cold rushing water pushing up her floral dress. She was bloated and, despite the current, nothing else moved but her hair. Her mouth was open, and there were bruises on her throat—purplish-brown against the grey. Marks left by the danger that so many mothers have long warned their children about. The bruises were left behind by the evil hidden in every dark basement, under every bed, and inside every windowless van. However, Jack wasn’t scared—instead, he was curious.

			He had picked up the stick, with half of the bark missing, and about the diameter of his mom’s hair curlers, it was as long as his leg. It was pinned beneath the girl’s right arm. He pulled and she held onto it. With a yank it came free, but the arm didn’t move. Maybe it tore free.

			Why didn’t she smell, he wondered? Was the water washing that away? Just the odor of the pipe, and water too rich with life. Except for her.

			He used the stick to stay away and yet touch her. Her skin caved, like mud under soft cloth. He wasn’t nauseated. He was fascinated. The way a child might be interested in anything odd found beneath a rock or log.

			Everyone knew she was missing, but she wasn’t from town. She wasn’t much younger than he was. He poked again—poke, poke. Why the hell was he poking her? He knew she wouldn’t wake. Was he trying to push her out of his way? He was three-quarters of the way to the end. Was he poking her because he didn’t want to have to walk upstream? He duck-walked closer. Her dress moved a bit on the downstream side of her. He tried to move her hand with the stick and it did lift a little, but it required more effort than he expected. 

			He looked at both sides of the pipe to see how he might get past her. He couldn’t have both feet on either side of the brook. The water was too high on the walls of the pipe. He moved closer. Could he duck-walk over her? It felt a dangerous and disrespectful thing to do, but he decided to try it anyway. Slowly, he went slowly, his steps small and echoing, mingling with the gurgling. He passed over her—her feet, her legs, her thighs. He straddled her, above her, looking down. There was a glimpse of underwear. Were they on backwards? He lifted his gaze so as not to see. Looking at her chest and throat, he could see she was ashen. As he stood over her face, he could see her eyes were not completely shut. They were like those of the many fish he’d caught in the same brook, when they came out of the freezer, when his mom would fry up five or six of the little trout to make a respectable lunch for one young boy—filled with tiny bones. 

			Her hair framed her face, but it had given up long ago. He passed completely over her, and then realized she was behind him.

			He braced his hands against the ceiling of the pipe, panicked. For the first time since he’d found her, she was looking at him, but he couldn’t see her. Committing to turning around, he quickly brought both feet to one side, and then threw one foot back to where the other had been. It slipped. He fell to his knees onto the girl’s left arm, and it flattened sickeningly beneath him. Putting his hands out to catch himself, he lifted his knees off her, and he sank into her middle. He reflexively let his elbows bend so the pressure on his hands would be lessened, and he came down with a crash into the water. There was a burning in his arm as it ran down the edge of the rusting wheel that anchored her. His face went into the water. Downstream of her. He drank her—in his mouth, nose, and eyes.

			He leapt to his feet, horrified. She was shifted now, and shaped differently. Her dress was up higher. His fault, he did that, he thought. The water, the girl-tea, ran off him mixing with his blood, and dripped from his arm and hand. Stepping backward and stumbling on a rock, he fell to one knee. He looked at her, looked down, and rose again. Turning all but his head, he felt his way out of the pipe. He stepped out into the open stream and looked up at the sky.

			What was she doing there? Why did she do this to us? He looked at his wet clothing, the blood, and he stood there in the calf-deep brook. The water ran past him and into a wall of granite before turning right and heading downstream, north, beneath the tracks, through another culvert, to the river. When he turned back to her, the tears came. She wasn’t right now. She looked horribly wronged. He had found her, and knew nothing of her, and he had fucked her up.

			“I’m so sorry,” he wept. “I’ll get someone, I’ll get someone.” He almost added a plea for patience, but he thought she’d been patient enough. He scampered up the gravel embankment, with the sand beneath the larger pebbles sticking to his wet and bloody clothing and skin. It lodged beneath his nails. Reaching the weeds, and stepping out into an empty lot near where the avenue transitioned from pavement to dirt, he staggered a bit, and then broke into a run. He was drying. She was drying on him. She’d never come off.

		

	
		
			Ch: 2

			Decades later

			June 1

			Morning

			Williamsburg

			Brooklyn, NY

			The windshield wipers swept away the light rain, but not the grey. Jack looked left, past his partner Ben, as Keely’s Lounge went by. Its blood-red exterior, rain-soaked, looked more than a little sinister. The radio chirped again, the voice excited, competing with the dragging sound of the wipers. Jack lay back in his seat and folded his arms. 

			Up ahead, where Metropolitan met North 6th before it passed beneath the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, sat a burning dumpster. Thick black smoke billowed from beneath its lid. Jack saw the patrol cars and a firetruck parked around it, their flashing lights painting the gloom. 

			As soon as Jack stepped from the vehicle, a uniformed officer approached.

			“Detective. Sergeant Wells,” he said. “You’re not going to believe this one.”

			Jack buttoned his coat. “I remember you, from that thing over on Meeker,” Jack said, nodding north. “What have you got?”

			“Victims,” Wells answered. “We don’t know how many, but from the smell, there’s a few in there. Looks like someone threw them in and set fire to them. Smells like burning bodies and diesel.”

			Jack walked past Wells, and Ben and the sergeant followed. 

			“Nobody saw anything?” Ben asked. “It’s broad fucking daylight. I mean, who dumps bodies in a dumpster, at a crowded intersection, beneath a busy overpass, in the middle of the day?”

			“I know, right?” Sergeant Wells answered. “We’re knocking on doors now. We got one witness says he saw a guy with a dark coat and a limp.”

			“Are you kidding me?” Ben asked. “A limp? That’s our description?”

			“Thanks, Sergeant,” Jack said, just dismissively enough.

			Wells left, and walked over to a cluster of other uniformed officers. Firefighters approached with a pike and pushed the dumpster open, allowing the steel lid to flip over the back with a clang. Flames rolled up and out, and acrid smoke rose to meet the rain.

			“Whoever it was, wasn’t afraid,” Jack said. Jack ran his fingers through his short hair and water ran down his neck. Scattered around the base of the dumpster were lifeless forms of dead pigeons, maybe a dozen of them.

			Ben saw them, too, and asked, “What’s with the birds?”

			The firefighters stepped back. Jack and Ben approached and looked into the dumpster. Through intermittent gaps in the smoke they could see six adults, sitting up in the bottom of the dumpster as friends might around a card table. Hair, eyes, and lips gone; sitting and grinning at each other in a whirl of red-orange flames. Clothing spent or melting, with the skin bubbling. It wasn’t the sight, however, but the smell.

			Jack suddenly felt dizzy, and nauseated. He put his hand out to steady himself and would have grabbed the edge of the dumpster had Ben not grabbed his arm.

			“Whoa, Jack-buddy,” Ben said. “Easy. That’s hot, man.”

			Jack said, “Get me away from here.”

			Ben grabbed Jack by one elbow and led him back to the car. The uniforms watched. Jack knew they’d all heard the story, how last year a detective had watched his wife burn alive in a car wreck. It had been one more tale of heartbreak, but now Jack felt them watching him.

			“All right,” Jack said to Ben. “I’ll be all right. It’s the smell, man.” He sat back against the car.

			“Just take it easy,” Ben said.

			“I’m good,” Jack said. “Go on, get to work. I’m good.” Jack put his hands on his knees. Ben studied him for a moment, briefly touched Jack’s shoulder, and then walked back to the dumpster. The firefighters were spraying foam into it, burying the dead in white.

			The smell of burning meat and rendering fat, and the sickly-sweet perfume of evaporating spinal fluid, eyes, and brain mixed with the metallic, coppery smell of boiling blood. The stink of crisping skin, and the hair, Jack thought, that damned sulfurous stench of burning hair. 

			In truth, Jack was not all right, and not good. This was deeply personal. It was the smell of Beth dying. The day she died, that odor had replaced her screams in a frontier of horrific possibilities; the force of her screams trading off for the power of the smell.

			Jack slid down to the ground and sat. Dreading this day, he hadn’t known how he was going to face it, and he had known it was inevitable. Jack was a detective with the 90th Squad—the homicide unit—and when he came back to work, he knew he’d see death. It was his first week back. On the first day, there’d been a stabbing, and he had come through no sweat. Still, he’d worried how he would handle a burned body, and he’d been right to doubt himself. Jack rocked forward, trying to maintain his balance. Suddenly, Sergeant Wells was pulling him to his feet, and Ben was jogging over.

			“Detective,” Wells said softly, “this isn’t going to work for you. You’ve got to go.”

			“Give me a sec,” Jack said.

			“Jack,” Ben said, “I got this, go on home. I’ll call the lieutenant. Go on home.”

		

	
		
			Ch: 3

			June 1

			Evening

			Jack’s Apartment

			Centereach, NY

			Dream

			I’m driving the car. It’s the White Mountains, and we’re in Franconia Notch. There’s snow. Vacation. Beth is beside me. She’s talking, smiling, and I’m pretending to listen, while nodding. The highway is a bit slick, and I want to get through the Notch. The weather can turn so quickly here. Walls of rock rise a mile high on both sides, covered in trees. So, I take out my gun. No, wait, no I don’t. Profile Lake is ahead. There’s a truck coming up from behind. It’s carrying wood, timber. Probably going to exit at Route 3. It’s coming quick. It doesn’t change lanes, comes right up on my ass. Beth looks back, and asks what he’s doing. He switches lanes, he passes me, and the huge load comes within a couple feet of my mirror. I grip the wheel tighter. He swerves into my lane. He hits us. He clips our front end. Our car spins, goes off the shoulder, and then rolls. Beth is screaming. The world is colors. A camera hits me in the teeth. Beth is screaming. The car comes to rest on its roof. Beth is screaming. I smell gasoline. I say we have to get out. She screams that she can’t. I get out. I go to her side. Her arm is out the missing window, there’s blood in the snow. Her arm is pinned between the car and a lone, flat boulder. I try to lift the car off her arm. It’s in the ditch. I can’t lift it out. Beth is screaming. I smell gasoline. I look both ways. No one. Not the wood truck. No one. An on-ramp for a closed scenic turnout. No one. Beth is screaming. Flames. I lift again, I tell her to pull her arm out. Beth is screaming. Beth is screaming. Flames reach for me through the back windows. I lift with everything I have. My hands burn. Beth is shrieking. Beth is burning. I can smell it. Her.

			Jack woke with the first ring of the phone. Sitting in his armchair, soaked with sweat, he answered it.

			“Hello,” Jack said, and then, “What? When? Where is he? Be there as soon as I can.”

			Stunned, he swung his legs off the bed and pulled on his rumpled clothes. 

			[image: ]

			Arriving at the trauma center at Lutheran Medical, Jack saw them sitting, huddled together, and he headed straight for them. Deb, Ben’s wife, rose to meet him.

			Jack opened his arms for her. Her hair was disheveled, and her face streaked with makeup.

			“How is he?” Jack asked.

			Deb looked up at him. “It’s not good, Jack.”

			Marissa, Ben’s daughter, came around her mother and hugged Jack as well. She wasn’t a teenager yet, but her face looked older with worry, trying to process what was happening.

			“Let’s sit,” Jack said, and they moved to red-orange chairs upholstered in a rough and durable weave. 

			“He came home, and everything seemed normal,” Deb said. “He went into the bedroom. About an hour later, he came out, and…”

			Deb had to stop, and Marissa leaned against her mother and cried. Jack put one hand on her arm.

			“Did he say anything?” Jack asked.

			Deb stared, and didn’t speak. Marissa answered instead.

			“He came out and said, ‘It’s the goddamnedest thing.’ And then he put the gun,” she said, and fought to get the last few words out, “to his head.” 

			Both Deb and Marissa were crying hard, but Jack asked anyway, “Any idea what he was referring to?”

			Both shook their heads. Jack pulled them both in close, felt their bodies rising and falling with the sobs. A doctor approached them, Jack saw him first, and rose to meet him. Deb and Marissa did not follow.

			“I’m Dr. Kimball,” he said. “Are you a member of the family?”

			Jack replied, “I’m his partner. Jack Killarney.”

			“Mr. Killarney, the news isn’t good,” Kimball said. He was holding a folder, probably results on Ben, but he never opened it.

			“He’s not going to make it?” Jack asked, trying to maintain his cop voice.

			The doctor’s face grew grim. “Detective, he’s already gone. He’s only breathing because of our assistance. The man you knew isn’t in there anymore. I’m sorry.”

		

	
		
			Ch: 4

			Nearly a year later

			May 4

			7:00 a.m.

			Home

			Goodwin, Maine

			Jack stood naked beside the bed that had once belonged to his parents. He was back in Maine, in Goodwin, and in the house where he grew up. He stared at the dresser, and the sweat on his body and in his hair began to cool.

			He sighed as he rubbed his face, and then hung his head and closed his eyes. 

			The dreams—the night terrors—they hadn’t faded. It’d been almost a year since leaving the NYPD, and two since Beth died, but the images were as clear, the stink as strong, and the screams as loud. He was lean, appeared fit, but he was also hungover, with a headache and cottonmouth.

			Grabbing a towel off a hook on the door, he walked out of his room. There was movement downstairs. Someone was in the house. Jack rose up on the balls of his feet; adrenaline ran through him. He moved quickly, deliberately, scanning down the stairs for any sign of the intruder. Whoever it was would surely hear Jack coming down if he tried. The house was almost one hundred years old. 

			Jack owned guns, but he kept them locked in the basement. He cursed himself for it now, but he had always thought if someone came into the house, he wouldn’t want a gun for fear he’d use it. Better they take want they want and leave, he thought, than kill someone over the silverware. At this point, however, Jack wished he’d not been so high-minded. 

			Jack could hear the intruder approaching across the dining room floor. He watched down the stairs, with only part of his head exposed. It was then that an elderly woman appeared, and when she looked up the stairs, she screamed. Jack stepped back into his room, and with both his hands on the wall, he waited for his heart to slow.

			“Mr. Killarney! I’m so sorry! I let myself in, it’s Tuesday, I thought you’d gone! I’m so sorry!” She was shouting from the dining room.

			Tuesday, Jack thought, the cleaning lady. He normally would’ve gone out for his coffee by now, but he’d overdone the drinking last night. Now he had old Mrs. Martin downstairs, and had scared her half to death. 

			“Mr. Killarney? Should I come back later?”

			“No, Mrs. Martin, it’s alright. Sorry to have startled you. I’ll shower and be out of your way,” Jack called back.

			Only silence from below. Jack thought Mrs. Martin was probably trying to decide what to do next.

			“Would you like me to make you some breakfast?” she called up half-heartedly.

			“Just clean the house,” Jack hissed to himself. 

			“Mr. Killarney?” she called again.

			“No, thank you, Mrs. Martin, I’ll eat later,” Jack replied, trying to sound at least somewhat grateful. 

			After a pause, she said, “Suit yourself.”

			Jack chose clothes based on what was least wrinkled. He grabbed a pair of Levi’s, a white shirt, some socks, underwear, T-shirt, and a belt and walked straight to the upstairs bathroom. He figured if she looked up again, it would only be his bare ass whipping by, but she was nowhere near the stairs. Jack doubted she’d approach them again until he left.

			Between his dreams and his encounter with Mrs. Martin, Jack was strung out. The headache wasn’t helping, and the hot shower only made him dizzy and nauseated. He stepped out and toweled off. The steam felt oppressive. When he bent over to pull on his socks, the blood pounded in his ears. The toothpaste had only temporarily beaten back the taste in his mouth. He washed down a handful of Advil and then looked over the prescription bottles, considering each of them in turn as one might when selecting a necktie. He picked only one, deciding he’d take his chances and pass on the others, but this was one of those meds, Jack thought, where you don’t feel much of anything until you start skipping it. He hated being dependent on it, but didn’t want to go without, and was relieved whenever a delivery arrived.

			As dry as he felt, he knew he’d have to drink a shitload of water to rehydrate himself. He wondered what his liver looked like, with his daily drinking and meds. Some mornings he ran, and he still practiced martial arts on his own, but more for his head than his body. Frankly, he didn’t care much about physical fitness anymore. 

			He had left the NYPD soon after Ben’s suicide. He knew that between the emotional scars he’d suffered losing Beth, and then Ben a year later, he wasn’t up to the job anymore. He simply didn’t have the emotional bandwidth, and the department psychiatrist had agreed. 

			Jack was world-weary. He was tired of being a widower, tired of remembering, tired of hurting, tired of thinking too much, tired of people, and their needs and questions. Jack was tired of forcing himself to be polite when he actually wanted to tell someone to shut up. 

			He had come back to Maine, returning to the house that his parents had left them, not far from the farm where his brother Keenan was raising his own family. Jack had returned to wait out his life. Only 40 years old, he knew that most of his family members had lived well into old age, but he hoped the drinking might speed things along. 

			Jack came down the stairs in his stocking feet and stepped out into the dining room where Mrs. Martin was vacuuming the same spot again and again, apparently hoping to be too busy to speak with him. Jack’s mood shifted, he chuckled and walked over. She stopped, stood upright facing him, but left the vacuum cleaner howling. Jack tilted his head, and her shoulders slumped. She turned it off. It wound down to silence. 

			“I’m leaving now, Mrs. Martin,” Jack said. “Sorry about startling you.” 

			“No, it was my fault,” she answered. “I should’ve called out louder when I came in.”

			Jack turned and walked away, and he heard old Mrs. Martin sigh. Slipping into his shoes, he grabbed a light jacket and his keys, and went out to the truck. 

			Dents and spots of rust stood out against the 1998 Jeep Cherokee’s black paint. His small monthly disability check, along with his savings, was enough to keep the lights on, and to have Mrs. Martin over one morning every other week. He might have also afforded a newer vehicle, but he loved the old Jeep. He even loved that they had stopped making the model. The vehicle was as obsolete as its owner, he thought, and both with high mileage. 

			He drove into town, with his medication producing only the faintest mental fog, but enough to make Jack wonder if he’d actually seen the man. He wore a long black coat—weird for Goodwin—and crossed quiet Main Street almost a hundred feet ahead. Jack couldn’t make out the man’s face, but he somehow looked familiar. Just a black coat and dark, shaggy hair, but there was something in his gait. Something about how he carried himself. Sure, calm, practiced, but with a slight limp. The man crossed the road, stepped between Benton’s Barbershop and Cup ’n’ Time, and was gone. Jack craned his neck around to see as he passed, saw no one in the alleyway, and then had to slam on his brakes to avoid running over three kids coming out from behind a parked car. They waved as if they had played a prank on Jack, and he half-waved back as they ran off.

			He turned into the Agway parking lot. Jack was determined to grow a good portion of his food, in part to save money and in part to depend less on others. He wasn’t attempting to “get off the grid” as so many had, and he still had power from the local utility, along with high-speed internet, but he had hoped to retreat from face-to-face society a bit. Walking into the store, he approached the counter.

			“Mr. Killarney,” said the clerk. The name tag read only, “Avery” and was as red as the old man’s face.

			Jack said, “Hey. I came to talk about tomatoes.”

			“I remember,” Avery said. 

			“Well, I planted rows of those seeds and I haven’t seen a single sprout. How will I know if I have bad seeds?” Jack asked.

			Avery said, “I’m sure the seed is good, but if you’re in a hurry, I’ve got plenty of tomato plants you could put right into the ground.”

			“Would that help the seeds germinate, too? If I mixed in plants in the rows among the seed?” Jack asked.

			Avery smiled, “Couldn’t hurt.”

			“I wouldn’t put plants in the ground just yet,” said a voice behind Jack. Avery’s smile fell. Keenan, Jack’s brother, stepped forward and nodded at Avery.

			“Why not?” Jack asked. The brothers shook hands and smiled at the chance meeting.

			“Early May in Maine,” Keenan said. “You put them plants in the ground now, almost sure a frost will kill ’em. Been nice the past couple weeks, but I’ve seen a Memorial Day frost kill entire hobby gardens.”

			“It’s not a hobby for me. I’m trying to grow my food,” Jack said.

			Keenan smiled. “Mostly what folks are trying to grow in gardens, Jack.”

			Jack paused and then asked, “Should I get cold frames then?”

			Avery perked up.

			“Time for cold frames is pretty much passed now,” Keenan said. “What you need is some patience. Those tomato seeds are probably just waiting for the soil to warm up. They’ll come up in time.”

			“Alright,” Jack said. “You’re the pro.”

			“Come on up to the house. I’ll feed you in the meantime. Carol’s got a bunch of canned stuff we’ll never get to, you can have your pick,” Keenan said. “Besides, I want you to come see something up at my place. It’s weird.”

			“The point is to grow the food myself,” Jack said. “What’s weird?”

			“Taking things in stride, in their time, that’s part of farming,” Keenan said. “You aren’t a big-city cop any more, big brother. You can’t kick the doors in on this.”

			Avery couldn’t remain quiet any longer. “Could take this time to throw some fertilizer down.”

			Keenan put a rubber belt, Jack had no idea what its purpose might be, on the counter and Avery rang it up. Keenan turned and walked toward the door, pushed it open, but then stopped and turned to face them both. “Jack, if you get a chance, you swing by the farm today. I want to show you what I found. It’s the goddamnedest thing.” Keenan stepped out and was gone. 

			Jack’s back straightened, muscles tight. Those had been Ben’s last words, and that night at Lutheran came rushing back. Then, he remembered the six burning bodies in the dumpster, and then his thoughts went to Beth. He tried to shake it off, turned to Avery, and said, “Hey, I saw some strange guy downtown, long black coat, messy hair. Heard any talk of someone new in town, or someone passing through?”

			“Not yet. Where’d you see him?”

			“Down by Benton’s.”

			Avery grinned. “Well, Shelly over to Cup ’n’ Time will know the whole run down on the guy soon enough.”

			Jack smiled back. “Okay, let me know if you hear anything.”

			[image: ]

			After getting home, he double-checked the time for his appointment with a local shrink. Before lunch, he’d spread some fertilizer and, after lunch and the appointment, he’d ride up to the farm and see Keenan. 

			First though, he thought he’d quickly check his email. Sitting at his laptop, he skimmed through the spam and friends trying to stay in touch. However, he found one odd email.

			From: Augustine@freemail.com

			“Hey Jack-buddy… He who created us without our help will not save us without our consent.”

			“What the fuck?” Jack whispered. No one but Ben had ever called him that. He replied with, “Who is this?” 

			Within seconds, a response kicked back. 

			“No such account exists on server. Permanent fatal error.”

			Jack’s brow furrowed. He stared at the email address and then reread the message. Is someone fucking with me? He deleted the email, and hit refresh. A part of him expected it to reappear or something equally bizarre but, instead, it was gone. He lay back into his chair. It had already been a strange morning. Things would get stranger.

		

	
		
			Ch: 5

			May 4

			12:20 p.m.

			Dr. Havel’s Office

			Goodwin, Maine

			The white-noise machine whirred, the volume low, knocking the sound of their voices down and ensuring confidentiality. A luxury rarely found, or at least expected, in Goodwin. 

			“You know, you dreaming about Beth, it’s perfectly normal. You’re attempting to process it; you’re subconsciously dealing with the loss. And the guilt,” Dr. Havel said. He was middle-aged, with spare hair neatly trimmed. His necktie was expertly tied, his shirt a perfect fit, and his pants neatly pressed.

			“Guilt? It wasn’t my fault,” Jack said.

			“I know that, Jack,” Havel said, “but maybe you’re not as sure of it as you think you are. Not to mention, you are almost sure to be feeling some survivor’s guilt.”

			“I don’t feel any guilt. We were both victims of some asshole with a truck,” Jack said.

			“Right,” Havel said. “You were completely blameless in the accident.”

			For a moment, Jack felt a flash of anger, but then realized Havel was not speaking sarcastically. “And I did everything I could to get her out.”

			“I know you did,” Havel said softly. “But she didn’t get out, so maybe you have some guilt there? Most people would question whether or not there might have been some more that could have been done. That would produce self-doubt and then guilt.”

			“Why are you searching for guilt?” Jack asked.

			“I’m only trying to help you search your feelings, and search for the source of the nightmares.”

			“You’re pushing for guilt though.” Jack’s face grew hot, he could feel his jaw working, grinding his back teeth. “You didn’t go looking for random feelings; you pushed for guilt. You weren’t there. There was nothing else I could do.”

			“If you truly believed that, without a shadow of a doubt, do you think you’d be having these difficulties?”

			“Hey, let’s move on. I didn’t come here to have you make me—or worse yet, make myself—feel guilty for Beth,” Jack said.

			Havel sat with professional patience, looking at the floor and then at Jack. He cleared his throat and spoke. “Let’s talk about the previous dream. The one you said is recurring.”

			Jack said, “Okay. It was a car crash, but not the car crash. I was driving a woman to the hospital. Something flew by the windshield and caused me to swerve, and the car went into the ditch. Not a bad wreck, but when I looked at her, she had a rock lodged in the middle of her face. I looked down at myself and there was blood all over me.”

			“Your own blood?”

			“It was her blood.”

			“Was this a dream about something that happened to you?” Havel asked softly.

			“I’ve had this dream before. Like I’ve told you, I’ve never met this woman,” Jack replied, frustrated. They had discussed this dream before and Jack believed Havel should remember this stuff, or at least look down at his legal pad and read notes from the last session. 

			Havel frowned. “Dreams are often reliving previous traumas, previous ordeals. This is something different. Interesting.” 

			Havel jotted something down. Jack waited and wondered if Havel was actually doodling, and not really paying attention. 

			“How does the dream make you feel?” Havel asked.

			Jack’s mouth drew tight. “Well, I felt like it was my fault. But I’m not sure why.”

			Havel inhaled deeply, paused, then asked, “And what do you think it means?”

			Jack could feel the anger building within him. Why was he even here?

			“I have no idea what it means,” Jack said. “That’s why I come see you.” 

			“Hmmm,” Havel replied, and then scribbled on his pad. “So, tell me how you think this recurring dream is connected to your night terrors about your wife.”

			Jack could feel something stir in his chest. It was faint, but it felt empowering. A defensive switch coming on; an edge usually held suppressed. 

			“You remember,” Jack asked softly, “when I told you about how we moved all those children out of that apartment building before the perps inside set fire to it?”

			Havel paused, and then replied, “I remember.”

			Jack’s face twisted into a smirk. “I never told you about that day.”

			Havel blanched, “Wait, I thought you did, I’m sorry, go on. What do you think the connection is to this recurring dream? What do you think it means?” 

			Jack thought that this was a waste of money, even if it wasn’t his. “It means you could be replaced by a doll with a pull-string,” Jack said, standing.

			“Sit down, Jack.”

			“Naw, fuck this,” Jack replied. “I know your heart’s in the right place, Doc, but seriously, I wonder… do you ever have regrets? All those years of school, all those college loans. For this? ‘Tell me more, and how do you feel’?”

			Havel said, “You’re lashing out—a defense mechanism. Sit, let’s work.”

			Jack’s voice remained steady and controlled. “Think about it. When you were a kid, on a bike, whizzing down a hill, the wind in your hair, and you felt like you could do anything, be anything… is this what you pictured? That this would be the sum total of your potential realized?”

			Havel’s face darkened. “Fine, Jack, we’ll end it here. We’ll see you next month. Maybe then you’ll be ready to work.”

			“Have a good day, Doc,” Jack said, and walked out to the parking lot. The breeze was cool and rich with salt. 

			[image: ]

			He hopped into the Jeep and drove around Pelletier Mountain, more of a hill really, and up Dalton Road to Keenan’s place. Jack drove around the long curve of the driveway, parked, and saw Keenan approaching with that tired but purposeful farmer-walk. 

			Jack’s feet weren’t on the ground before Keenan called out, “Hey, Jack
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