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	Prologue

	 

	Cornered and confused, Jack made the grim realization that reality was the ultimate nightmare—bad dreams, at least, ended quickly.

	The sirens of the approaching police vehicles intensified, infiltrating the dilapidated building through the boarded-up windows. Narrow gaps between the planks on the windows supplied the only light to the gloomy interior, creating thin white lines complemented by intermittent red and blue splashes. Dust drifted through the cracks, swirling past Jack, whose widened eyes were fixed on the deadbolted door across the dark room. 

	Jack snapped his head back when a shadow scampered past the slivers of light behind him. 

	They’ve surrounded us! 

	He dropped his gaze to the dusty concrete floor and the pistol trembling in his right hand. 

	Although he had already done it numerous times during the preceding hours, he did his ‘dream test’ one last time—just to be one hundred percent sure. The test proved negative, dissolving the last bit of delusional hope he was clinging to. 

	Jack slumped into the plastic chair behind him, his body succumbing to the crushing weight of his despair. 

	Hunched over with his elbows on his knees, Jack tilted the pistol and stared into the barrel. He couldn’t think of any other solution but the one that would reveal itself soon by squeezing the trigger. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


PART 1 

	2008

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	The playground was alive with palpable excitement. About five yards from Jack, a small circle of kids sat on the lawn, enjoying the shade of the same Eastern Hemlock. But unlike Jack’s face, their faces were covered in contentment. 

	Jack studied the contents of his Spider-Man lunch box. He pinched the top slice of the sandwich, curled the corner upward, shook his head, and moved his gaze up from his box of disappointment. 

	“PB and J again, huh?” Lestor McBride mumbled through a mouthful of mangled ham and cheese. Jack sighed and hoisted the sandwich from the lunch box with minimal enthusiasm. 

	“Yeah. My mom must’ve forgotten.” 

	“My dad makes my lunch.”

	“You told me before.”

	“Yeah. He always asks me what I want. Must be tough not having a dad in the house, huh?”

	Jack lowered his gaze as a flush of warmth spread across his cheeks. Before Lestor could ask him another question, Jack stuffed the sandwich in his mouth. “Uh-huh,” is all he replied.

	Lestor studied Jack’s face and returned his focus to the sandwiches, cookies, and chocolate mini bars in his own lunch box. He lifted the blue plastic container and shoved it under Jack’s bowed head.

	“You wanna swap? I’d like some PB and J,” Lestor lied. 

	Jack’s eyes glittered as he studied the contents. “Seriously?”

	“Yeah. Why not?”

	Jack reached out his hand, but Lestor jerked the lunchbox away before he could touch anything.

	“Just the sandwich. Don’t touch the other goodies.”

	With a broad grin, Jack traded the sandwiches and immediately sank his teeth into his newly acquired treasure. The sadness from seconds ago instantly dissipated as the flavors filled his mouth. Dimples sank into Lestor’s chubby cheeks as he observed Jack’s newfound joy.

	“You wanna play tag later?”  

	“Nah, we did that yesterday,” Jack replied, remembering how bored he had become from jogging before the oversized seven-year-old heaving a few yards behind him. “How about hide-and-seek instead?”

	“Sure. I’ll ask Kevin and Mike if they wanna join. And maybe Lisa.”

	“Lisa? Why?” Jack asked with bits of food spewing from his mouth. 

	“Loser!” A voice exploded inches behind them, complemented by a vigorous slap between Jack’s shoulder blades. Jack straightened his back and scowled at the blond boy plunging down on the grass beside him.

	“Hey, Kevin!” Lestor cheered.

	Jack swallowed hard and let out a small cough. “You almost made me choke on my sandwich.” 

	Kevin scoffed and, from his horizontal position, playfully punted Jack in the leg. “Oh, relax, Nancy. Finish up so we can play.”

	“You wanna play hide and seek?” Lestor asked and wiped his mouth with the back of his forearm. 

	“If you’re in the mood to lose, why not? I’m like a ninja when it comes to hiding,” Kevin said as he continued to mimic Bruce Lee in both movement and sound. Jack smiled. It was hard to stay angry at Kevin, although he was sometimes somewhat sadistic.

	Kevin leaped up. “Finish up and meet me behind the bleachers. I’ll go round up the others,” he said before running off. Lestor and Jack gulped the rest of their sandwiches down in seconds. They stashed their lunch boxes in their backpacks and ran toward the bleachers overlooking the playground. Moments later, Kevin showed up alongside Jonathan and Christopher—luckily without girls. 

	“OK, Chubster, seeing that it was your idea, you’re up first,” Kevin yelled, ten yards away as he approached the bleachers.

	“No, it wasn’t my—” 

	“Tut, tut, tut, shhhh. You brought it up.  Just do it.”

	Lestor dropped his head back and breathed a heavy sigh.

	“Right, so we all remember the rules and the boundaries. And no peaking, McBride. If I catch you peaking, you’ll get a shin kick from all of us,” Kevin said, bouncing his gaze from one giggling face to the other. 

	Lestor rested his forearm against the cold steel of one of the bleacher columns. He planted his face in his arm and started counting: “One, two, three.” The other boys giggled before they dashed in different directions.

	Twelve, thirteen, fourteen, Jack counted in his mind as he reached the trunk of the Eastern Hemlock. They weren’t allowed to scale trees at school, but no teachers were in sight. Lestor would never consider investigating forbidden territory like the tree—it was the perfect hiding spot. Jack smiled as he started clambering up the tree.

	Twenty-one, twenty-two. 

	Jack ensured that his footing and grip were secured before he paused to look down. He was about ten feet up in the tree and about five seconds away from the end of the countdown. 

	A few more feet won’t hurt, Jack thought as he extended his arm and gripped the next branch.

	Twenty-eight, twenty-nine. 

	Jack stopped and tried to get a peek through the thick, emerald-green wall of needles surrounding him. Somewhere down below, Lestor was waddling around with a dumb expression on his face. But from his position, Jack wasn't able to observe him properly. He needed to reach a better vantage point. 

	With the utmost care, Jack gripped a branch above with his right hand and looked down to find a place for his left foot. He saw a dried stub of a broken branch, placed his foot on top of it, and shifted his focus upward to find the next branch. He reached out his hand, but just as he touched the next branch with his fingertips, a crack exploded below him, and he felt his body veering to the left. 

	His extended arm exposed his ribcage, and that was where the first truss made an impact, smacking all the air from his lungs and altering the direction of his fall. 

	The first knock sent Jack cartwheeling to the right. He didn’t experience much more on his way down as the next branch struck him on his temple, causing his neck to crack and everything to go black in an instant. 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Charlene Traeger parked her white Honda just as the first response personnel opened the ambulance’s back doors. Her eyes caught the revolving red lights in her rearview mirror as she turned off the ignition. With her trembling right hand, she dabbed her smudged mascara lines with a tissue. She sniffed a couple of times while inspecting her face in the mirror and then pushed open the driver’s door.

	The door slammed shut at the same time as the gurney’s first pair of wheels hit the pavement. The emergency entrance of Spartanburg Medical Center was about forty yards away from her parking spot, but she felt oceans away from her seven-year-old boy, lying motionless on the gurney. Her legs began quivering, threatening to buckle under her as her eyes focused on Jack’s neck brace. 

	The secretary from West View Elementary gave Charlene very little information to work with. She only revealed that there was a terrible accident involving Jack falling from a tree, rendering him unconscious, and that he was on his way to Spartanburg Medical. On her way to the hospital, a billion thoughts and worries sloshed around in Charlene’s head. What happened? How badly injured is he? Will he survive? Would he live a normal life?  

	Her white tennis shoes barely touched the asphalt as Charlene dashed toward the gurney, making it just in time before they entered the hospital’s automatic sliding glass doors.

	“Is my boy going to be OK?” Charlene asked the slender young man pushing the gurney. “Tell me!” she shrieked and grasped his upper arm. 

	“Ma’am, stay calm, please. He’s in good hands now,” the paramedic replied without diverting too much attention from steering. 

	Charlene raced forward and clutched the side railings. “Jackie! Jackie, Mommy is here,” she croaked. She could see the scratches and dried blood on his arms. His left cheekbone was larger than the other and decorated with a blueish hue. His disheveled black hair still held onto tiny twigs and needles—souvenirs of his brief tour down the tree.

	“Mom…”

	“Jackie, everything is going to be alright. Don’t worry, Mommy’s here now.”

	“Mom,” Jack whispered, raised his thumb, and then turned his head toward her. “I’m fine. I’m just a little beat up, that’s all.”

	“Oh, thank sweet Jesus, you’re not paralyzed.”

	“Am I in trouble?”

	“No, my angel! Don’t be silly. Are you in lots of pain?”

	“Ma’am, watch out, please,” the first responder at the front commanded as he pushed open the double doors leading to one of the emergency wards. 

	Charlene straightened out her body mid-stride and slid through beside the gurney. “When did he gain consciousness?” 

	“He was conscious and stirring when we arrived at the scene, ma’am. We had to follow protocol and stabilize him in case he sustained any head or spine injuries.”

	“Is anything broken?”

	“It’s hard to tell. He’s pretty bruised up. They’ll need to take X-rays, maybe an MRI, but the doctor will tell you more soon. Ah, here he comes,” he replied as they parked the gurney beside a vacant ER bed. 

	Charlene turned around and saw the white-coated man approaching, his gaze fixed on the clipboard in his hands. He raised his head and locked eyes with her. A radiant smile illuminated his face, causing his wrinkles to deepen and his expression to convey a sense of overwhelming joy. It was an odd expression to be sporting in the ER, or perhaps it was just a testimony to his exceptional bedside manner.

	“I’m Doctor Carter, and who do we have here?” he said and winked at Charlene before turning his attention to Jack.

	“I’m Jack. Jack Traeger.”

	“And how are you feeling, Jack?”

	“Like I got hit by a tree,” Jack said with a smile, raising his arms to show the scratches. His unsuspected, witty remark caused an eruption of nervous giggles around him.

	“At least your sense of humor is still intact, and also your spine, it seems,” Doctor Carter said as he took Jack’s wrist and slightly rotated his arm. “That’s wonderful. Let’s move him over so these gentlemen can get back on the road to save more lives. Were they good to you, Jack?” Doctor Carter gestured toward the paramedics standing on the other side of the bed.

	“They were, yeah.”

	“Excellent. Superheroes, that’s what they are,” he said and winked at the two men. The paramedics nodded and then leaned over to say their goodbyes to Jack. Doctor Carter seized the opportunity to get Charlene’s attention.

	“How should I address you, ma’am?” 

	“I’m Charlene Traeger. Just call me Charlene,” she said while her fingers fidgeted with her handbag’s straps. 

	“Charlene, your boy seems in better shape than I had expected. We’re going to do everything we possibly can to ensure that he’s fine. I know this is very difficult for you, but you’ll need to give us space to do our magic now. OK?”

	
 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Jack couldn’t hear what they were saying, but at least his mom didn’t look overly concerned.  She was whispering with Doctor Carter in the hallway right outside the door. Shortly after, another man in a white coat joined them, and the three disappeared from Jack’s view. 

	For a brief moment, Jack had forgotten about his injuries until he turned his head toward the window on his left. He flinched as lightning conducted through his ribcage.  The pain drew his focus away from the window, prompting him to examine his injured body instead. He lifted his arms and rotated his hands to get a better view of the cuts and scratches scattered all over. 

	Next, he started prodding his swollen cheekbone. A black eye is kinda cool. Like a pirate, he thought to himself. He was dying to see his face, but there were no mirrors in the hospital room, and his mom told him to stay put and not move around too much. 

	He turned his gaze toward the door again and then to the neighboring bed about six feet away from him. Jack’s neighbor was the only person who could inspect his face and give him feedback, but he hadn’t spoken or stirred since Jack’s arrival.

	The elderly man with patchy gray hair and the receding hairline was lying supine with his eyes closed. The white linen and thin blanket were neatly pulled up to his chest. The straightened bed linen revealed the outline of the patient, which made Jack smile. To Jack, it seemed as if a camel were hiding beneath the blankets.

	“Psst. Hey, mister,” Jack whispered. “Psst. Mister. Are you awake?” But the man didn’t stir. Jack continued inspecting the man’s face. 

	Is he dead?

	Jack’s heart began pounding so vigorously in his chest that he could feel it in his head. All his attention was diverted to the camel’s hump to see if there was movement, to find any sign of life. 

	Then he saw it—a gentle rise. Relief rushed over Jack, and he rolled his head back and sank into the pillow. 

	What if he were really dead? What if he dies in the next couple of minutes?

	One question after the other screamed out inside his head. What happened to him? How serious are his injuries? Will he recover? Where’s his family? Does he have children? Like Dad…

	The inquisitive onslaught ceased instantly when Jack’s attention was diverted to his own father. He started wondering if his father was perhaps also lying somewhere in a hospital bed, all alone and fighting to stay alive. 

	  

	
 

	Chapter 4

	 

	 

	A memory from his dad hijacked his thoughts—one of the last vivid memories of his dad before he left for good almost two years ago.

	Buzz Lightyear blasted off and flew zig-zag through the air toward his unknown destination. He followed every command of the five-year-old hand gripping him around his waist. Jack ran through the hallway with Buzz and entered the kitchen where his mother was stooped over a sizzling pan. 

	“To infintitty and beyond,” he screamed as he slid the toy up his mother’s denimed leg. 

	Charlene Traeger shoved her hips to the side to block the pan from her energetic boy. “Careful, Jackie. I told you before, no playing in the kitchen.”

	“Choo,” Jack said as he steered Buzz back toward the table. 

	“And it’s in-fi-ni-ty. Not infintitty.”

	“In-fi-ni-ty,” Jack repeated, making Charlene’s mouth curl up in the corner. Save for Jack’s smiles and laughter, brevity had become a scarce commodity in the Traeger residence since Tim returned from duty.

	“Go wash up and call your dad. Tell him breakfast is ready. OK, Jackie?”

	“OK,” Jack said and ran out of the kitchen. Just as he exited the kitchen, he turned on the brakes, made a one-eighty, and ran back inside. “Where is he, Mom?”

	Charlene sighed. If Jack hadn’t seen him, that meant Tim hadn’t left the room yet—a new habit he’d brought back from Afghanistan.  

	“Go look in our room. But what do you do before you open the door?”

	“Knock, Mom,” Jack said before rolling his eyes and darting out of the kitchen. Buzz and Jack arrived at the bedroom door, which stood ajar. Jack was just about to shove the door open with his shoulder when he remembered his mom’s command. He rapped on the door and then called for his dad. 

	“Yes,” Tim replied. Jack pushed open the door and ran toward the bed. Tim was propped up against the headboard, staring out the window at the tree-adorned backyard. Without hesitation, Jack leaped onto the bed and planted himself next to his dad. Tim didn’t flinch. Jack studied the stubbles running down his dad’s cheeks and his grizzled curls. Tim’s hair used to be short and tidy, but it seemed that his dad didn’t care so much about his appearance anymore. 

	“To in-fi-ni-ty and beyond!” Jack shouted and guided Buzz up his dad’s shoulder and into his hair. Without breaking his gaze from the window, Tim lifted his hand and gently pushed Buzz away as if it were a butterfly that he was gently guiding away from his head. Jack continued to stare at his dad’s dead eyes for a moment and then slowly rolled to the edge of the bed. 

	“Mom said you must come. Breakfast is ready,” Jack whispered after getting on his feet.

	“Mmm,” Tim responded. Jack’s eyes slipped down toward his dad’s restless hands. Although Tim’s eyes remained fixed on the window, his hands were on a mission of their own. He was repetitively pushing his index finger against the palm of his other hand. He used force, almost as if he were trying to push his finger through the flesh. It reminded Jack of the magician who pushed the cigarette through the coin at the country fair. Jack sauntered out of the bedroom. Buzz dangled by his side and did not soar through the hallway like before. 

	After entering the kitchen, he inched his way toward the table, his feet dragging along the floor.  

	“And? Is he coming?” 

	Jack shook his head. “Dunno. He just said, ‘Mmm.’” 

	Charlene placed a pillar of plates next to the nest of cutlery on the table and paused for a second. “I’ll go get him.” 

	Just before exiting the kitchen, she stopped and peered back over her shoulder. “Did you wash your hands?”

	Jack felt his cheeks heating up. “Yes, Mom.”

	“No, you didn’t. Don’t lie to me. Go wash ’em now.” 

	Jack slipped off the chair and walked toward the door with his head lowered, dumbstruck by his mom’s psychic abilities yet again. Charlene followed Jack down the hallway until he made a right into the bathroom. Before she continued to the main bedroom, Charlene stopped and peeked around the door jamb. “And use soap! I’ll sniff your hands afterward, and if I don’t smell soap, no pancakes for you.”

	“Yes, Mooooom,” Jack moaned before she walked off. 

	Unlike Jack, she didn’t knock before entering the bedroom. “Tim, breakfast is ready,” he heard his mom say, but there was no reply. Jack turned the faucet down until there was only a thin line of inaudible water cascading down onto his soapy hands. 

	“Tim. Did you hear me?” More silence followed. “Shall I call Doctor Goldstein?”

	“No,” Tim grunted. “No, I’m fine.” 

	Jack turned off the water and slowly dried his hands while keeping his full attention on the voices coming from the bedroom. 

	“We can’t go on like this, Tim. You need more…”

	“I said I’m fine!” Tim barked. The sudden eruption shook Jack, and he could feel his heart sinking in his chest. His dad never used to have outbursts like that before. 

	“We’ll be in the kitchen having breakfast. At least come and say goodbye to your son before he leaves for school.” Jack was already waiting outside the bathroom when Charlene entered the hallway.  

	“Is Daddy coming?” Jack asked while staring up at his mother’s glazed eyes. 

	“Daddy isn’t feeling well today. But he’ll come and say goodbye a little later,” Charlene said and cleared her throat. “Now, let me smell those hands.”

	Jack lifted both his hands, palms facing upward. After sniffing his palms, Charlene ruffled his hair, commended him for doing a good job, and led the way toward the kitchen. Instead of playing with Buzz, he just stared at the toy lying prostrate on the table. Both remained silent while Charlene dished up two plates. Finally, Jack broke the silence. 

	“What’s wrong with Daddy?” Charlene continued dishing up and then, once done, squatted beside him and placed her hands on his shoulders. “Daddy is just a little tired after returning from the far-away country.”

	“What was he doing there, Mommy?”

	“Your daddy was working hard so that we could have food to eat, a roof over our heads, and safe streets to walk in.”

	“You always say that, but I mean… Like what was he doing?”

	Charlene studied his eyes briefly and sat down on the chair next to him. She repositioned her cutlery and rotated the plate by about ten degrees. Without looking at him, she said, “Your daddy did grown-up things that you won’t understand right now.” 

	Jack had already learned that there was no return from the ‘you won’t understand’ dead-end street and proceeded to stab his pancakes with his spork. He knew his dad wasn’t over there planting flowers. He had seen bits of war movies in Afghanistan before his mom forced him to switch channels. Jack realized what war was and that it wasn’t pretty. He knew his dad was going over there to hurt bad guys, maybe even kill bad guys.

	But this wasn’t the first time he had gone away and come back. What plagued Jack the most was not knowing how this time differed from the other times. How could his dad be such a different person all of a sudden?

	
 

	Chapter 5

	 

	 

	Doctor Carter’s cell phone served as a pillow between his shoulder and tilted head while he clutched the prescription pad with one hand and drew intertwined triangles on it with the other.

	“Yeah, still here. I need an update for the Traeger boy. Did you have time to look at the MRI—” Doctor Carter fell silent as the voice on the other end interrupted. He stopped doodling, took the phone from his shoulder, and fell back into his leather swivel chair. “No shit. And did you inform anybody else about your findings?”

	Doctor Carter swiveled the chair to get a better angle of his open office door. “Interesting. Keep it that way for now. Apart from that, there’s no immediate danger, correct? ... Good… Uh-huh… OK, I’ll call you a little later. Gotta go.” He locked the screen and shoved the phone in his coat pocket. 

	Only two nurses managed to intercept and plague him with questions in the hospital hallway before he reached Jack’s room. When he arrived, he leaned in and whispered, “Hey, Jack. How are you holding up, buddy? May I come in?” Jack pushed himself up in bed, flinching briefly as his body reminded him that he still had a long healing journey ahead. Doctor Carter strolled toward the foot of the bed, lifted the patient chart out of habit, then dropped it back into place. 

	“I have good news and bad news. Which do you want to know first?” Doctor Carter watched Jack and Charlene’s happy faces turn to expressions of concern. 

	Silence.

	“Well, OK. Let’s start with the good news, then, shall we? The MRI and X-ray results are back, and it seems you have no fractures or internal bleeding. The only real cause for concern is a slight crack in your rib, which will heal by itself with rest over time.”

	“So, what’s the bad news then?” Charlene asked in a high-pitched tone.

	“Well, Jack won’t be able to scale any trees any time soon,” Doctor Carter paused to enjoy the relief flowing over their faces. “Or play hide-and-seek or any other physical games. For at least a month. After that, we’ll check up on you again, but you should be right as rain.”

	“Yay!” Jack exclaimed and threw his arms in the air, immediately flinching after as the pain shot through his midsection. 

	“Jackie! You heard what the doctor just said! Stay calm, and don’t be silly, or you’ll never heal.”

	“That’s right, Jack. You should listen to your mother. Good luck, Jack. And I’ll see you in a month. Charlene, would you mind stepping out into the hallway with me for a second?”

	Charlene agreed and followed Doctor Carter through the door. About nine feet away from the door, Doctor Carter stopped and turned around. 

	“A cracked rib is a challenging injury for a young buck like Jack. A broken arm we can put in a cast and it’s locked in, but there’s nothing we can do for a rib. And as you very well know, a youngster like that doesn’t know the meaning of rest or taking it easy.”

	Charlene nodded with a smile.

	“Try to keep him indoors. If you have to, let him watch more television than usual, but the most important thing is for him to stay still.”

	“I understand, Doctor.”

	“OK, well, I gotta run. I’ll sign his release, and then a nurse will assist you soon after. Please inform us of any developments, and if all goes well, I’ll see the two of you next month.”

	“Thank you so much, Doctor.”

	“There's no need to thank me. I’m just doing my job. But now, please excuse me. All the best,” Doctor Carter said, saluted Charlene, and strode off down the hospital corridor, his white coat bobbing behind him like a superhero’s cape.

	Instead of turning right toward his office, Doctor Carter made a left down the hallway leading to the reception area and the car park.  One of the receptionists leaped up from behind the long blue desk and called out to him, but he just waved her off and said he’d be back in five. Doctor Carter made a left as soon as he exited the building and continued walking on the tree-lined pedestrian walkway until he was out of reach of any potential snitches. He retrieved his phone from his pocket, scanned his surroundings once to make sure there was nobody within hearing distance from him, and dialed.

	With the phone firmly held up to his ear, he scanned the area again while waiting for the recipient.

	“It’s me,” Doctor Carter said. “I found a potential candidate for you… Yes, it seems like it. I’m heading over to collect the MRI image in a minute. I’ll send it over… Yes, a young one, seven years old… Traeger, Jack Traeger. OK, will do.”

	 


PART 2 

	2018

	 


 

	Chapter 6

	 

	 

	A black flood of mourners had engulfed their home after the service, but Jack suspected that not all of them had the sincerest intentions. 

	Mr. Gibson, a portly man from two houses down, also showed up. Jack studied his taught white dress shirt with buttons holding on for dear life over his bulging belly. It was probably the first time the middle-aged man had un-mothballed the shirt since prom. His dad and Mr. Gibson never really got along, yet Gibson came. Jack wondered if curiosity lured him or if it was the spread sprawling over their dining room table. 

	Jack’s mother, who decided it was time to move on after more than a decade of living with false hope, orchestrated the awkward gathering. Initially, when they received the news that Tim Traeger was MIA, Charlene instructed Jack not to lose hope. She invested in the hope her husband was captured by the enemy and held as a prisoner of war, soon to be released as part of an exchange. Or maybe they got lost behind enemy lines? She refused to accept that maybe he was gone forever. As days turned into weeks, weeks turned to months, and then years, no news ever surfaced of him. Still, Charlene kept hoping and praying that she’d get that call. 

	She often mentioned that his dad should never have returned to the conflict zone, as he was clearly not in the right state of mind. Jack vaguely remembered his dad being quite adamant about returning to duty, though. 

	During Tim’s last days at home, Jack recalled a few arguments emanating from his parents’ room, muffled by the closed doors. A few strangers also came to their house before his departure, but they never came inside. His dad would meet them outside, converse for a short while, then they’d drive off again. Sometimes, Jack used to watch from his bedroom window upstairs as they secretly conversed in the driveway about who knows what. Father O’Reilly, who led the memorial service, was one of the last people to have a driveway meeting with his dad.

	While Jack stared at his mother, who was chatting away with old Ms. Baley from across the street, he reflected on what his mother had told him in that same spot so many years ago.

	Jackie, we should never lose hope. One of these days, the phone will ring, and then someone on the other end will tell me that they’ve found your dad in a POW camp or tied up in a cave. Then, they’ll shave his long hair and beard and return him to us.

	The most vivid part of that memory was her whiskey breath, nauseating him as she stooped over, clutching him by the shoulders. Soon after her husband went missing, new suitors arrived. Jim Beam, Jack Daniels, Johnny Walker, and more kept Charlene Traeger company through those long, lonely nights. 

	The sad memory fled instantly as a wrinkly hand crawled over Jack’s shoulder from behind, and a voice croaked in his ear. “How are you holding up, son?” 

	Jack swung around, and the first thing that caught his eye was Father O’Reilly’s clerical collar. He bounced his eyes up toward the old man’s piercing blue eyes and then down to his shiny black leather shoes. “I’m fine, Father,” Jack replied. 

	“What are you now, fourteen or fifteen?” 

	“Seventeen, Father.”

	“Right. Not an easy time in any boy’s life. But losing a father at this age is something different altogether.”

	Jack nodded, trying his best to avoid eye contact and wishing with every fiber of his body that the awkward confrontation would end soon. 

	“Your father was a good man. He dedicated his life to serving others. I’ve known your father for a very long time, you know? I met him when he was still at Mountain View Foundation down in Greenville. Did he ever tell you about Mountain View?”

	Jack nodded. “Yes, he did.” 

	Jack vaguely remembered his dad mentioning Mountain View, but he couldn’t recall any details. It was more than twelve years ago when he last saw his dad. His real dad, not the bedroom-dwelling ghost Jack saw shortly before his disappearance.

	“You remind me of him when he was your age, less the curls, of course,” Father O’Reilly said and ran his bony hand through Jack’s hair. Jack jerked his head away but tried to remain amicable by producing an artificial chuckle. “If you or your mother ever need anything, remember, the house of God is always open. No need to knock, OK?”

	Jack bounced his eyes up to the priest’s saggy face and nodded. That was the end of his torture session and Jack’s cue to go before another one started. He realized it was a mistake to ask his only real friend, Lestor McBride, to stay away from the memorial service. Even Kevin, who spent most of his time with the popular kids, also offered to come. Jack told him it wasn’t necessary. 

	In Jack’s eyes, his father had died a long time ago, and he had made peace with it. For him, the memorial service was just an unnecessary, awkward mess that could’ve been avoided. He had done his share. He showed up, pretended to look sad, and had cringing conversations with some adults, but it was time to check out. It would’ve been easier to duck out with Kevin or Lestor, but over the years, Jack had become well-acquainted with doing things by himself. 

	Like most socially angst teens in a room full of grown-ups, Jack kept his head down when he strolled over to the dining room table. He grabbed a deviled egg, shoved it in his mouth, and made a beeline for the staircase through the sea of black. As he ascended the stairs, he skipped every second step and disappeared out of view from the mourners below.

	A wave of relief washed over Jack as he entered his room. He closed the door gently, locked it, walked over to his bed, and splashed on it, belly first. Jack remained flat and spread out for a while and then rolled over and readjusted himself with his neck curled up against the headboard. He scuffled in his jacket’s inner pocket and retrieved his cell phone. Only one message awaited him, and it was no surprise that it was from Lestor.

	Hey loser. I hope everything went alright. Let me know when you’re done. 

	Jack sighed. He was not in the mood to chat with anybody, even Lestor. He opened Snikr, the most popular social media platform amongst teens. After scrolling aimlessly for a few seconds, he switched to the app’s video section. 

	The first few suggested videos were all about President Trump, but politics didn’t really appeal to him. He scrolled more. Further down in his feed was a music video called “Gotta Go” from the rapper Hilo. He pressed play, threw the phone down on his comforter, and rolled to the side of the bed. 

	As soon as his feet hit the floor, Jack started rapping along. “Seeing is believing, no denying your cheating, knowing is freeing, now I know that you a ho fo’ sho’, and all I gonna say is… You gotta go…” Jack kicked off his shoes and shuffled them under his bed. He removed his jacket, walked over to the closet, and hung it neatly over the black hanger in the corner. 

	“Bit by bit, I’m getting lit. You gonna pack yo shit or…” Jack stopped rapping and flung his head backward. “Oh shit,” he whispered as Hilo continued the song without him. 

	Hilo’s lyrics about packing up triggered a memory of a chore that had slipped his mind. Charlene was mentally and physically preparing herself for a fresh start. Part of that included getting rid of most of Tim’s personal belongings. Over the years, she had donated the bulk of his clothes to the Salvation Army, but two days before the memorial, she had removed the last painful reminders of her lost love. His remaining possessions, which clogged her closet and stirred up painful memories, were neatly packed away in three boxes in her room. Jack was tasked with removing the boxes but had forgotten.

	After the reminder in Hilo’s song, Jack considered removing the boxes right away. However, that would mean navigating through the crowded room downstairs, which could lead to more uncomfortable conversations with the adults. On the other hand, Jack also realized that he couldn’t leave the boxes in her room any longer. 

	Although she had taken a step in the right direction by trying to bury the past and moving on with her life, there was still the looming darkness that followed her. And her affair with alcohol, her substitute lover since the disappearance of her husband, didn’t bring much light to their household. The last thing Jack wanted after a day like today was to face one of her frequent glossy-eyed outbursts. Worse still were her breakdowns, where she’d spend the entire night crying and drinking until she passed out on the kitchen table or living room couch.

	His only salvation was to simply remove the boxes from her room, hide them in his room until the mourners leave, then take them down to the garage. 

	Jack kept his head close to the door for a few seconds to detect any footsteps or voices in the passage, but all he could hear was muffled voices from indistinct chatter flowing up from the living room. He opened the door with caution, investigated the top of the stairs for a brief second, and then tiptoed toward his mom’s room. 

	He entered the dimly lit room, where the curtains remained closed ninety percent of the time. His eyes caught his reflection in the dresser mirror, and then he readjusted his focus to the three medium-sized stacked boxes in front of it. That part of her room looked as if it had been ransacked. 

	The dresser stool wasn’t visible anymore as layers of clothing cascaded down like a multi-colored cotton waterfall. Eyeliner, lipstick tubes, and tons of other girly stuff were strewn over the dresser counter, along with a hairdryer, open envelopes, receipts, and even chewing gum. Jack shook his head while shoving a slab of gum in his mouth. If his room ever looked like that, he would’ve been grounded for a month.

	Jack returned his attention to his mission and bounced his eyes back to the three stacked boxes on the floor. Then, his mind drifted toward the closet from which the contents of the boxes came. 

	Somewhere in there was a secret treasure with Jack’s name on it. The treasure was locked up behind a promise he had made to his mother—a promise he considered breaking countless times when he was planning to run away from home. 

	Jack shook off the freedom fantasies and bounced his eyes back to the boxes. He squatted down and hugged the bottom box but immediately realized it was a return job. The top two were light enough to carry back to his room in one go, but the bottom one was much heavier. 

	Jack lifted the top two boxes and scurried back to his room. He heaved when he picked up the last box, but soon, all three were transferred. He sat down on his bed to catch his breath, his eyes remaining firmly on the heavy box. 

	What did she put in there? Rocks? Jack thought to himself. And then his eyes bulged. Guns and ammo?

	His knees met the floor with a thud, and he started delving into the box. The first layer was just clothing, and then he discovered the cause of the excessive weight. 

	To Jack’s disappointment, he didn’t discover guns, cartridges, and hand grenades. Instead, he discovered an assortment of books, neatly stacked as if the packer was a Tetris champ. Notebooks of various sizes along with non-fiction books were tightly stacked next to each other. Jack lifted the top one and studied it.

	Meeting the Rainbow: Life Beyond PTSD by Dr. John Parker. 

	He placed the hardcover on the carpet while his gaze remained fixed on the interior of the box. In the gap, partially covered by a folded shirt, was an A5-sized notebook with the words Private: For Tim Traeger ONLY on the cover. Jack shoved the other pieces of clothing aside to reveal the rest of the gray cover and the only other word on it. 

	LUCID.

	 


 

	Chapter 7

	 

	 

	Jack grabbed every piece of clothing that formed the top layer of the box and dumped it on the carpet. None of the other books attracted him as much as the gray notebook sunken between the others. After picking up two more books from the top layer, Jack could slip his hand in to retrieve Tim Traeger's personal property. After studying the cover for a brief moment, he opened it and started reading the handwriting on the inside of the cover.

	If you’re not Tim Traeger…

	I beg you to respect my personal property. Below are the address and contact details of where to find me in case I misplaced this book. Don’t read the content of this book.

	Jack studied the familiar address and telephone number and wondered where his dad had taken this book before. What adventures did the book experience? Did it even see some action while his dad was on duty?

	This is a personal journal, as suggested by my doctor, to help me improve my mental health. Nothing in here concerns you.

	Thanks for understanding. 

	The first page was empty. “I want to remember,” Jack whispered as he read the heading on the next page. Jack looked up and studied the back of his poster-draped door, Iron Man taking center stage. With the journal in his hand, he leaped up and locked the door, then fell back onto his bed. He continued reading with the book extended above him in the air.

	This is the first time I’m writing a journal… ever. I remember back in Mountain View, we once stole Betsy McCarthy’s journal and read the whole thing. We teased her for months after. The poor thing was devastated. I realized back then that keeping a journal was a dumb idea. But now, desperate times call for desperate measures. Doctor Goldstein prescribed a few academic books I must read, but he said that this journal is the most important weapon in my arsenal. 

	Lucid dreaming. Sounds like a crock of shit if you ask me. Keeping a dream journal… like some kind of tree-hugging hippy. The last thing I want to do is remember my dreams. I wish I could forget I ever had any. But that’s not how it works, apparently. And if I have to go through this pothead fairy shit to get better and be a better father and husband again, then so be it. My family is all that matters.

	Jack paused as he felt a clot growing in his throat. Memories of his dad chasing him around on the grass popped into his mind, followed by another of him sitting on his dad’s lap and pretending to drive the car while it was safely parked in the garage. These were pleasant memories. Memories of his real dad, not the zombie he saw subsequent to his disappearance. Jack turned the page.

	Funny enough, I remember Doctor Goldstein talking about this lucid stuff in Mountain View back in the day, but that was a lifetime ago. I don’t remember much from those days. But now, Doc said that it could help me become my old self again. Doc said he had helped countless vets overcome PTSD through Lucid therapy. Apparently, it’s not easy, but the results are astounding. 

	So now, the first step, before we dig into the science parts, is to work on my dream memories or dream recall… some shit like that. I need to write down my dreams immediately after waking up. I must repeat to myself during the day, before bed, and as soon as I wake up: “I want to remember my dreams.” 

	Over time, I’ll be able to remember my dreams like real-life memories. Once I can do that, we can move on to the next step, which involves training to manipulate them. I guess that’s quite nifty, but whether it’ll work is a different story altogether. 

	I guess it’s worth a shot. Reliving those god-awful events every night is something I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemies. 

	“Jackie!” he heard his mom yell from the bottom of the staircase. Jack rolled to the side of the bed, scrambled toward the box, and placed the book back in its position. He grabbed the scattered pieces of clothing from the floor, but just before he threw them back in the box, he paused and stared at the journal.

	“Jackie, are you in there?” she said before turning the doorknob. 

	“I’m busy!” Jack yelled back at the door. He snapped his head back at the journal, covered it up with the clothes, shoved the layer tight with his flattened hands, and slapped the box's lids shut. 

	“What are you doing in there? Come downstairs. The people are asking about you.”

	Jack shook his head while stacking the lighter boxes on the heavy one.

	“Jack, answer me.”

	“Coming!” He made his way toward the door and unlocked it , but before he could open it, his mom turned the knob. She opened the door with such vigor that he had to throw his head backward to prevent it from colliding with his face.

	“What are you doing in here? What’s going on?” Then, her bewildered eyes caught the stacked boxes behind Jack on the floor.

	“Are those the boxes from my room? What are they doing here? You were supposed to take them to the garage.”

	“That’s the plan. I just didn’t want to do it now with all the people downstairs.”

	Charlene studied his face briefly and narrowed her eyes. “There’s nothing in those boxes for you. It’s trash, OK? You take them down to the garage as soon as everybody's gone. Now come downstairs and show your face.”

	“I don’t want to, Mom. It’s super awkward.”

	“It wasn’t a request, Jack,” she said and leaned to the side, allowing him to pass through the door.  Jack knew it was the end of the argument. When his mom said Jack instead of Jackie, he knew she meant business. 

	Jack slid past her and proceeded toward the staircase with his mom close on his heels. At that point, he was already utterly annoyed at her for forcing him to spend more time with the freak show in the living room, but the annoyance turned into anger when questions about the journal suddenly dawned on him. 

	Why did she never tell me about the journal? What’s she hiding from me?

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 8

	 

	 

	The black tide of adults slowly receded from the house as the day turned darker. To Jack’s delight, they were all gone before dinner. He took the boxes down to the garage as instructed, but not before he removed a souvenir from the heavy box. 

	Jack couldn’t wait to return to his room and read the rest of the journal in peace, but he had to do it with the utmost care. His mother’s reaction toward the boxes in his room was a warning of what would happen if she discovered he sneaked out a souvenir. Why she reacted that way had raised many questions—questions he was determined to find answers to.

	Dinner consisted of leftovers from the memorial gathering. After Jack helped clean up, he excused himself. When he reached the top of the staircase, he paused and homed in on sounds coming from downstairs. It was quiet for a minute, then he heard what he was waiting for. A light clinking of glass, specifically a bottleneck accidentally hitting the rim of a tumbler, a familiar evening sound within the Traeger house. 

	“Sleep well!” he hollered, and Charlene echoed it back from the kitchen. 

	He ensured there would be no reason for his mother to return to his room. He did everything she had asked him to do, including cleaning up after the guests had left, taking the boxes to the garage, having dinner in the kitchen, and cleaning up after. Now that she’s poured herself another whiskey, she’ll be getting lost in her own world like she did so often. 

	Just to be on the safe side, Jack slammed the bathroom door after brushing his teeth, followed by a loud apology. He wanted to assure her that he had completed his evening routine so that there was one less reason for her to come knocking on his door later. 

	After locking the bedroom door, he walked over to his bed, lifted the mattress, and retrieved the journal he had stashed before removing the boxes from the room. He realized she would lose her mind if she ever found out what he did. But this was the last connection he could make with his father, and regardless of what was written in there, his mother had no right to take it away from him. 

	Jack retrieved the emergency flashlight from the nightstand drawer, turned off the lights, and slid his head under the covers. His bent knees created a tent under the comforter, where he strategically placed the flashlight on his chest. With the journal resting against his upper legs, he paged to where he last stopped reading. 

	…we can move on to the next step, which involves training to manipulate them. I guess that’s quite nifty, but whether it’ll work is a different story altogether.

	 I guess it’s worth a shot. Reliving those god-awful events every night is something I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemies. 

	Doc said that for now, I need to write my dreams down immediately after waking up. I’m seeing him tomorrow, so I hope I’ll dream something different tonight that I can write down. Here goes…

	DAY 1

	Jack squinted and brought the journal closer to his face to decipher the next section, which was nearly illegible. 

	1.  Same shit. Smoke clearing, gunshots behind me. Lt. Caron falling—blood everywhere. Woman screaming. And the rest that follows… Goddamnit.

	Rest that follows, Jack repeated in his mind. What happened? His mind started playing a self-made reel of what he had just read. His dad, in uniform, hunched over with an automatic rifle in his hand in a shot-up, dust-colored building. His mind recreated the reel. This time, his dad was out in the desert, surrounded by dust and smoke. He shook his head and continued reading. The next section was written neatly again.

	Day 2

	Doc said that I also need to journal about our sessions. As if waking up in the middle of the night and writing shit down isn’t enough already. I’ll play along for now, see where this goes… 

	In our session, we discussed the recurring dream again, but this time, he asked for details. He asked me to recall the smells, sights, and sounds and I had to explain them in detail. He seemed impressed with my ability to retell it so vividly. I don’t know why, though. It’s not just a dream; it’s reality. I was there. I’m not just telling him what I dreamed, I’m recalling actual events. 

	Anyway, he said that I need to stay focused on the details when I dream again, and this time, see if I find something else in there. Something that wasn’t there when it happened in real life. 

	I’m just so tired. I’m tired all the time now. I just want meds to fix all this before it’s too late. 

	Again, Jack had to bring the journal closer. It was like trying to decipher a foreign language. There was only one written line, and all that Jack could make out were the words “this is not working.” He continued to the next day’s entry. 

	DAY 3 

	1. Blue flag. There was a blue flag with white stripes hanging from the wall. 

	Ah ha, so it was inside a building, Jack thought and reflected quickly on his first mind reel from earlier. Jack smiled and continued reading.

	No flags on the day it happened. What does that mean?

	Jack placed the book beside him, switched off the flashlight, and pulled his head out from under the covers. He stared toward the thin, crinkled line of light above the closed curtains while thinking about what he had just read. 

	What happened? And what did the blue flag mean? One part of him wanted to continue reading, but the other part called for a pause. Finishing the journal fast would be foolish. Apart from his mother's testimony, nothing else really connected him to his dad’s past. Also, Charlene was always vague when asked about Tim’s last days in town.  

	Finish it all at once, or enjoy it over time? The answer was easy.

	Jack placed the flashlight back in the drawer and then slid the journal under the mattress again. 

	What’s the deal with the blue flag? He pondered with his eyes closed and pictured the striped flag dangling from his wall.  

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 9

	 

	 

	Jack was standing under the Eastern Hemlock, staring up at the branches. It was the same one he had fallen from when he was seven. Thick, gunmetal-gray clouds filled the sky above billions of green needles. Jack could hear the innocent laughter and screams of children playing somewhere, but they were nowhere to be seen. He looked up again, this time trying to find the spot from which he fell. Instead of finding the broken branch he hoped to see, he saw a tiny blue and white striped flag nailed to the trunk.

	Strange, he thought and squinted his eyes.

	“Sup, loser!” Lestor said as he jumped out from behind the trunk. 

	Jack jolted and clutched his chest with his right hand. “What the hell, man? How long have you been hiding there?” 

	“Long enough to see you’re a weirdo. Why are you staring up at the tree like that?”

	“I don’t know. Come look here and tell me what you see,” Jack said and pointed up at the tree. As he lifted his hand, Jack’s attention was immediately diverted from the flag to his fingers. Perhaps it was because of the rush of adrenalin following Lestor’s scare, or maybe he was staring up for too long, but his eyes were playing tricks on him. Instead of five fingers on this hand, he saw six. 

	Jack lowered his hand to inspect his six fingers closely but was interrupted by a voice bellowing from the branches about twelve feet up.

	“You talking about this? Ta-da!” Lestor yelled downward, comfortably perched on one of the branches with his feet swinging back and forth.

	“Wait. How did you get up there so quickly?”

	But before Lestor could answer, a loud snap echoed down the tree as the branch gave way under Lestor’s weight. Lestor fell forward with his arms flailing through the air, desperately trying to grab hold of another branch, all in vain. 

	His face connected with a lower branch, knocking out his front teeth and breaking his nose. The collision changed his trajectory, causing his head to swing back and his body to somersault backward. Lestor was unable to complete a full rotation and collided with the lawn head-first. His body began convulsing while his eyes rolled backward in his head. Through his last violent gurgles, blood splattered from his mouth and spotted his face. 

	Jack leaped up into a seated position in his bed, gasping for air, while the sound of something knocking on a wooden surface intensified.

	“Jackie! You’re going to be late for school. Jackie, are you awake?” 

	Jack snapped his head toward the door and saw the doorknob turn, but the door remained closed.

	“Did you lock the door again? What did I tell you about locking the door, Jackie?”

	“I’m awake. I’m coming!” Jack gasped while wiping the sweat from his face with his forearm.

	“Don’t raise your voice at me!”

	“Sorry. I’m up. I’ll be down in a minute, OK?” 

	Jack, remaining fixed in a seated position on his bed, thought, What the hell was that? 

	 

	***

	 

	Charlene was propped up against the kitchen counter in her white robe. She pushed her disheveled hair back, revealing the raccoon rings under her eyes. She took another sip of her coffee just before Jack walked into the kitchen. 

	“About time,” she said.

	“Why aren’t you dressed? Aren’t you going to work?” he asked.

	“No,” she said and paused. “I called in sick. I’m feeling a little under the weather today. Someone probably brought a bug to the house yesterday.”

	Jack saw the empty bottle of whiskey standing next to the sink but didn’t say anything about it. He sat down and started digging into his cereal. 

	Charlene studied Jack for a moment. “Did you sleep well?” 

	“Mmm,” he replied and took a sip from his orange juice. 

	“You look tired.”

	You’re one to talk, he thought, but instead, he tried his best to reassure her that he was fine. But he wasn’t. Jack was angry. 

	The trauma from the dream subsided when he entered the shower earlier, making way for resentment. He still didn’t understand why his mother had hidden the journal from him or why she was always reluctant to talk about his dad’s last days. He had every right to know, regardless of what had happened to him. 

	There would be a time to confront her, but mentioning anything at that point would’ve jeopardized everything. He still had to get through the whole journal, and he was going to take his sweet time doing that.

	The doorbell rang, jerking both from their deep thoughts. 

	“Come in!” Charlene yelled and flinched immediately after. “Ouch,” she whispered as she clutched her forehead. Jack heard the door swing open, and soon after, Lestor walked into the kitchen and slapped Jack on the back.

	“Good morning, Mrs. T. ’Sup, loser!” 

	“Don’t call Jack a loser, Lestor,” Charlene said. 

	Jack answered quickly before the awkwardness could kick in. “Nothing much. You?”

	“All G. But we gotta go, or we’ll be late. Come on!”

	Jack pushed his half-eaten bowl of cereal forward and gulped down the remaining juice. He stood up and started making his way toward the living room, but his mother interjected.

	“Forgetting something?”

	Jack turned around and sauntered back to hug his mom.

	“You boys be good today, OK?”

	Both left the house in silence, but just as they stepped onto the sidewalk, Lestor turned to Jack.

	“So, how awkward on a scale of one to kill me was the memorial yesterday?”

	“Kill me,” Jack replied immediately without lifting his eyes from the pavement. 

	Lestor studied his face and then also turned his gaze downward. “Is everything OK? I mean, you seem weirder than usual.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“Fine,” Lestor replied, but he had no intention of walking to school in silence. Lestor had no mute button. He retrieved a mini bar from his pocket. “Snickers?” 

	“Sure. Thanks,” Jack replied and shoved it in his own pocket. 

	Lestor opened his, dropped the wrapper, and shoved the whole thing in his mouth. “You not gonna eat yours?” he mumbled through a mouthful of mangled chocolate.

	“Nah. I like to keep mine until I really crave it.”

	The two continued walking in silence while Lestor finished another mini bar. 

	Finally, Jack spoke up. “Did you ever have a dream that felt so real that it made you wonder if it actually happened?”

	“Hell yeah! Finger banged Melanie King so hard the other night in my dream that I’m sure she felt it in her own bed miles away,” he said and chuckled.

	Jack’s expression remained unchanged. “I’m serious, though.”

	Lestor studied Jack’s face briefly. “What was the dream about?”

	“You falling from a tree,” Jack replied, causing Lestor to erupt with laughter. 

	“Well, there’s your answer. It’s bullshit. Did you ever see me climb a tree? And do you think I ever will after I saw the tree kicking your ass back in the day? Hell no.”

	“Yeah, I know it didn’t happen here.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You know? Like maybe it was a vision. From the future. Or maybe from a parallel universe?”

	Lestor returned his gaze toward Jack. “If that’s the case, then you’re a shitty prophet. I can assure you there’s no way I’m dragging my ass up a damn tree anytime soon, in this universe or another. No way.”

	“I know. There’s also…,” Jack began but forced himself to stop. He was about to reveal the discovery of his dad’s journal but immediately realized what a mistake that would be. Kevin once said that Lestor and secrets go together like lubricant and Tabasco sauce. And he was right. Lestor was a blabbermouth, and it would only have been a matter of hours before Lestor started telling other people about it, and soon, the news would reach his mother somehow. A secret never stayed a secret in Spartanburg for long. Jack couldn’t risk it. Not until he had finished reading the whole thing. “Never mind. Dreams are weird.”

	“You are weird,” Lestor jested and retrieved another chocolate bar.

	As they got to the crossing about ten minutes away from school, Jack saw it. He had seen it many times before, but then, at the moment, he was really seeing it. On the other side of the street, the local watering hole, McGinty’s Irish Pub, displayed white handwritten advertisements all over its black-tinted windows promoting the soccer game they were showing. Above the windows, flags from around the world were nailed into the wall, including the Argentinian flag.

	The blue-and-white-striped Argentinian flag. 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 10

	 

	 

	A high-pitched cling echoed through the kitchen. Jack inspected the plate collision in the dry rack next to the kitchen sink, but it seemed that both were still perfectly intact.

	“Be careful, Jackie!” his mom yelled from the table. 

	Thanks, Captain Obvious, Jack thought but apologized instead while drying his hands on a kitchen towel. He’d been counting the minutes at the dinner table while his mom was interrogating him about his day at school. All he wanted to do was get the hell out of there, leave her in the company of her friend, Mr. Jim Beam, and go to his room to continue bonding with his father. Jack feigned another yawn as he chucked the ruffled-up towel in the trash. 

	“Why are you so tired? Did you have trouble sleeping last night?”

	“Dunno. It was a long day, I suppose.”

	“Did you finish all your homework?”

	“Yes, Mom,” he said and rolled his eyes. 

	Charlene inspected his face for telltale signs of deceit but found none. “Well, off you go then. Come give me a good night kiss.”

	Jack drudged forward and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Good night,” he mumbled and left the kitchen. Upstairs, he made sure again that she heard him in the bathroom so that she wouldn’t bother him about personal hygiene chores. All that mattered to him was peace and quiet and his dad’s last words.

	After entering his room, he paused and then locked the door. To hell with her feelings about locked doors. He was seventeen years old, and all the other boys his age locked their doors. Parents are supposed to know that boys his age need the comfort of a locked door. He followed the same strategy as the night before: head under the covers, flashlight on the chest, and journal against his bent knees. 

	DAY 3 

	1. Blue flag. There was a blue flag with white stripes hanging from the wall. 

	No flags on the day it happened. What does that mean?

	Jack paused after revisiting the previous night’s reading. He took a moment to retrieve the image of the Argentinian flag at McGinty’s Irish Pub. It was similar to the one he saw in his dream, and he wondered if his dad was talking about the same flag too. 

	I had a chat with Doc over the phone about the white and blue flag. He said that it was odd that I could spot something different on only my second try. He said that usually, it takes weeks of practice for people to start distinguishing differences within reoccurring dreams and commended me on my effort. I have to say, it felt pretty good. It’s been a while since I felt good about anything. 

	Jack stopped again and swallowed. Although Tim was barely human at that point, he could still remember the sadness in his dad’s face, the emptiness that accompanied his silence. It was beginning to make sense. Jack was connecting the dots between the visual memories of his dad and his internal dialogue captured within the journal.

	Again, he wondered why his mother had hidden such vital information from him for so many years. It just wasn’t fair. He shook his head in an attempt to rid himself of the growing resentment and continued reading.

	He gave me another task. He said that it’s very unconventional to change course at such an early stage in my treatment, but he said it could speed things along. And if not, then we’ll need to revert to the original course of the treatment. 

	Now, I need to set my alarm for 3 a.m. and 5 a.m. to wake me from sleep. Apparently, these are the hours we’re most likely to be in a dream state. After the alarm goes off, I need to get up and journal immediately. After I captured the dream, I should try and get back to sleep again.  

	Don’t know how this will affect my fatigue. I’m up most of the night anyway, which means if by any chance I’m asleep during those times, then the fucking alarm would take that away from me too. 

	Had it not been for the blue flag giving me hope, I would’ve told him to GFY. 

	A grin appeared on Jack’s face while digesting the profanity. Jack knew all too well what GFY meant because Kevin said it all the time.  He couldn’t recall his dad ever cursing in front of him, apart from the one time when he couldn’t get the lawnmower to start. Perhaps the profanity was the reason why his mother didn’t want Jack to read it.

	Jack read the passage again and felt a surge of excitement coarse through his body. Seeing that he was planning to read the journal at a slow pace anyway, it seemed like a good idea to join his dad on his journey. It could’ve been like one of those father-son activities that other kids still had with their dads—a privilege he would never be able to experience again. But then he considered the nuisance of setting an alarm and waking up twice a night. 

	“I’ll meet you halfway, Dad,” he whispered and pulled the cover down. He put the journal under the pillow and slowly tiptoed to his desk with the flashlight in his hand. With the utmost care, he opened the top drawer and retrieved a notepad and a pen. He left the drawer open to avoid making unnecessary noise, just in case his mother was outside the door snooping around. After placing the notepad and pen on the dresser, he returned to stealth mode.

	DAY 4

	1.  Same dream. No blue flag. Fuck.

	2.  Fell asleep just before alarm. Different dream. Charlene there with people in suits. Like an award ceremony, Oscars or something. She seemed happy. Short dream. 

	Jack was getting better at deciphering his dad’s terrible post-slumber scribbles. He still had to squint and reread some of the parts to ensure he understood them. The day entries, however, were much easier to digest.

	I’m exhausted today. The 3 a.m. alarm kept me up for a while, and I think I fell asleep seconds before the 5 a.m. alarm—or that’s what it felt like.  

	Exactly why I won’t be setting any alarms, Jack thought with a smile.

	I don’t know how Charlene can sleep through the alarms, me fidgeting, and the bed lamp, but she does. Good for her. 

	I just read my entries from last night. I’m disappointed that I didn’t see the flag or any other differences, but I’m happy about the Oscars dream. I don’t know when I last had a decent dream. Now, this makes me curious… Was that the first decent dream in whenever and why? Or do I have them all the time, but I only remember the terrible shit? And why is that? 

	Jack smiled again. He read the entry again and slowed down at the part about the good dream. He nodded. The terrible dream last night about Lestor was a fluke. If his dad could have sweet dreams with all the junk that was swirling in his head, then Jack was bound to have more positive experiences in his dreams. That thought was enough for Jack to stop for the night. Ending on a positive note was perhaps the key to igniting a nice dream, even though it didn’t work like that the night before.

	Jack stashed the book and the flashlight and closed his eyes. 

	 


 

	Chapter 11

	 

	 

	“Wake up! What the hell is this?”

	Jack’s eyelids darted open, and he pushed himself up in bed. His mom was standing beside his bed, a journal in one hand and a glass of Jim in the other. The bedroom light was still off, but the light from the hallway flooded the bedroom through the open door. In the twilight, Jack could clearly observe his mother’s demented demeanor. 

	“I told you not to go snooping through those fucking boxes, Jack. Why do you have this? How much did you read of it?”

	Jack was still trying to gather his thoughts when the journal smacked him against his head. 

	“Ouch! What the hell, Mom?”

	“You don’t know what you’re dealing with. I told you to leave those boxes alone. How much did you read of this? Tell me!” she screamed, spraying Jack’s face with droplets of mixed saliva and bourbon. 

	Jack jumped out of the other side of his bed, using the bed now as a shield from his deranged mother. “I don’t… I…” But Jack couldn’t finish his sentence as he got distracted by movement behind her. “Is that… Is that smoke?”

	Charlene turned around, and both stared at the light trail of smoke drifting into the room from the hallway. A loud explosion erupted downstairs. Jack winced, clutching his ears with his palms.

	“What have you done?” he screamed, but she didn’t flinch. Her jaw hung open, and her stare remained fixed on the smoke billowing in from the hallway. “We need to get out of here!”

	Another succession of explosions echoed through the house as if thunderclouds were occupying the living room downstairs. The smoke thickened, and they both started coughing. Then, through the thick smoke, a shadow appeared in the hallway. Both Jack and his mom remained frozen, staring at the silhouette parting the smoke as it entered the room.

	“Dad?” was all that Jack could utter. 

	Tim Traeger struggled into the room with his back hunched, wearing his blood-stained uniform.

	“Help me!” he screamed and struggled forward. By then, the entire room was engulfed in smoke, and an orange flickering light dominated the hallway. Tim continued heaving forward, then Jack saw why he struggled so much. Tim was dragging something behind him, which became more apparent as the orange hue from the hallway increased. It was the torso of another soldier. Instead of legs, a line of intestines dragged over the carpet, drenching it in blood and bile. 

	“Help me!” Tim screamed again, but before they could react, another explosion rocked the house. This time rendering everything in silent darkness.

	 

	
 

	Chapter 12

	 

	 

	Jack struggled to breathe. He opened his eyes but realized something was pushing against his face. When more consciousness crept into his mind, he realized what was happening. It was a nightmare, but during the struggle, he had unknowingly taken the spare pillow and was involuntarily shoving it into his face while lying on his back.

	He flung the pillow off the bed and sat up to catch his breath. 

	What the hell was that?

	Reality came rushing back, but the vividness of the nightmare remained, as if the events had truly transpired. He retrieved his phone to check the time: 3:15 a.m. There were no new messages. Jack slouched backward in a supine position and stared at the dark ceiling for a while. 

	He grimaced while reflecting on the nightmarish scene of his dad dragging the corpse into his room and the explosion that followed. But these vivid images didn’t bother him as much as the one of his mom standing by the side of his bed with the journal in her hand. That nightmare scenario had a higher probability of manifesting itself in real life. 

	The dream prompted him to consider two vital points. One, he needed to be extremely careful. His mom’s reaction most likely wouldn’t be much different from that within his dream if she ever found the journal. And two, perhaps there was a real danger in experimenting solo with lucid dreaming. Maybe that was the true reason why his mother prohibited him from reading it.

	A memory of his dad resurfaced as he lay there staring at the dark ceiling. Jack was only four years old when his dad taught him how to ride a bike. It was one of the most challenging skills Jack had to master in his life. He wanted to give up every time he fell, but his dad would help him up and encourage him to continue. Soldiers don’t quit is what his dad used to say every time he helped Jack back up on the saddle.

	Jack didn’t want to quit reading but felt too anxious to continue. What if lucid therapy was one long downward spiral with no positive outcome? He needed reassurance that it was safe to continue. The only way he could do that without spoiling his bonding adventure was with a quick blink into the future to find a thumbs-up. The solution: to scan the journal quickly to see what the future entries entailed without revealing too much of the good stuff. 

	He rolled over and retrieved the journal under the mattress and the flashlight from the drawer. After ducking under the covers again, he paged past the point where he had stopped earlier that evening, skipping a few entries in the process. 

	“Soldiers don’t quit,” Jack whispered before he commenced.

	Day 10

	1. Nothing. 

	2. No dream

	I’m feeling a little better today. I think it’s because I slept more than I’m used to. Or perhaps the meds are starting to work. Still tired, though, but not as damn emo, thank God. On the other hand, I’m a bit disappointed about dreaming. I mean, I set the alarms, and they wake me up, all for nothing. 

	Also, I might develop a callus in my palm from pushing my finger against it. I saw Charlene shaking her head when I did it. She probably thinks it’s utter bullshit… just like I did. But that flag. There was something about it. It gave me hope… Don’t cry for me Argentina :-)

	OK, it’ll get better, Jack thought and returned the journal to its hiding place. Next, he took his own journal and jotted down his nightmare. When he was done, he placed it beside his dad’s journal under the mattress. Just after making himself comfy again, the questions rushed back.

	Why was his dad pushing his finger in his palm like that? What’s the deal with the flag and Argentina? Did his dad go there to fight? Did he go on some undercover mission that his mother never mentioned? He needed answers. The most important takeaway from that evening was that he could continue reading, taking it easy, and pushing through, like his dad did. 

	“Soldiers don’t quit,” he whispered before closing his eyes.

	 

	***

	 

	Charlene had ordered pizza, and after her usual faux interest in Jack’s school day, silence surrounded the dining room table. In the background, some annoying eighties pop songs were playing on the stereo. Every once in a while, after washing down her pizza with a sip of Jim on the rocks, Charlene would bob her head gently to the beat.

	Although Jack’s eyes mostly remained fixed on the pepperoni pizza, his thoughts were nowhere near the table. Throughout the entire day, he was playing with different scenarios regarding how he would approach his mother about Argentina. He finally figured it out mere minutes before reaching the house after school.

	“Lestor said something interesting today,” Jack started.

	“Lestor says a lot of things,” Charlene said and smiled.

	“Yeah. Well, he was going on about Argentina today,” Jack stopped briefly to investigate his mom’s reaction, but there was none. She was still chewing, and her eyes were fixed on the glass she was gently swirling an inch above the table. 

	“What about it?’

	“He saw a documentary about it on television and was going on about the cheap steaks there. But that got me thinking about Dad.”

	Charlene’s eyes lifted from the glass, and she stared at him with a vagrant expression.

	“I was just wondering if Dad ever went there. For work, you know?” Jack could feel his heart beating in his throat while his mom remained quiet. Finally, she swallowed and returned her attention to the pizza. 

	“No, he didn’t. Well, not that I’m aware of anyway.”

	Jack felt disappointed in her response but also relieved. At least it didn’t end in an interrogation. 

	“Did you ever go there?”

	Charlene scoffed. “The closest we ever got to Argentina was by watching Evita. You’ve seen it, haven’t you?”

	“No,” Jack replied in haste. 

	Charlene smiled and shook her head. “Your dad. He was something else. You know, before everything.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Well, your dad returned from Blockbusters with this movie about Evita Peron from Argentina, starring Madonna. But what your dad didn’t know was that I had found out I was pregnant with you that same morning. I didn’t know how to tell him or whether I should even tell him at all.”

	“Why not?” Jack interjected.

	“Well, we weren’t planning to start a family just yet, and your dad was about to ship out again. I thought maybe he’d get angry. Or perhaps it would distract him while he’s on a mission. I don’t know. Looking back now, it feels somewhat silly,” she said and finished the last bit of gold hiding between the ice. 

	“So? What happened?”

	“At the end of the movie, I was overrun by emotions. It was such a beautiful movie, and I just couldn’t contain myself anymore.” Charlene paused while pouring herself another drink. “I burst into tears and told him.” 

	“And then?”

	“Well, your dad kissed me on my head and told me that it was the best news he had ever heard in his entire life,” she said while her eyes glazed. Jack could feel his throat closing up. “And then he made a little joke, which made the moment even more beautiful. He started singing ‘Don’t Cry for Me Argentina,’ and we both giggled and fell deeper into each other’s arms.”

	Jack’s eyes began drowning, and he dropped his gaze to the pizza. Hope. I gave him hope, he thought while reflecting on the journal and what his mom had just said. 

	“He was really something,” Charlene whispered. 

	“That’s nice” was all that Jack could say while desperately battling the tears. Tears of sadness and tears of joy. He got what he was looking for. It was worthwhile continuing the journey alongside his dad. 

	His dad did it for him, and he would now do it for his dad. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 13

	 

	 

	After the uplifting story, both Jack and his mother were almost euphoric. They cracked a few silly jokes while helping each other clean up, and she didn’t even pour herself another glass. Instead, she turned in early. Overall, it was one of the most pleasant evenings Jack had spent with his mother for as long as Jack could remember. But still, he couldn’t wait to get into bed and spend time with his dad again.

	Back in his room, Jack followed the same routine as the nights before. Once he was tucked in under his comforter tent, he started reading where he had left off the night before. But unlike before, he decided to divulge—to treat himself to more than just a bite.

	DAY 5

	1. Same dream. Difference = my gun was almost fake. More blurry. Not as vivid.

	2. No dreams—still semi-awake.

	 

	I set up an appointment with Doc, but I was beyond exhausted. He told me to take it easy and not to put too much pressure on myself. It seems that the gun and the blue and white flag (which now seems like it could’ve been an Argentinian flag) gave me too much hope, which he says is still a good thing.

	We moved on to the next step, which was to seek signs to realize that I was in a dream. He hopped on a science train and talked about shit way over my head. But then he explained the practical exercise. 

	He told me a few interesting tips, but the one we decided to focus on is the finger-palm trick. Apparently, there are certain signs within dreams we can look out for which will tell us that we’re not awake. There’s the one where clocks have more numbers on their faces than twelve. Also, fingers. Something about you never having five fingers on your hand within a dream.

	“That’s insane,” Jack whispered while goosebumps crawled over his body. His mind instantly jumped to the dream he had two nights ago. He vividly remembered having six fingers on his hand as he pointed toward the flag up in the Eastern Hemlock, moments before Lestor tragically fell and died right in front of him. Jack diverted his attention back to the journal to rid himself of the gruesome images of Lestor. 

	During the day, I have to push my index finger flat against the palm of my other hand. I need to do this exercise at least once every hour during the day. 

	Ah, the finger-and-palm thing! It’s all starting to make sense, Jack thought and started chewing on his thumbnail.

	He said that soon, I would automatically push my finger in my palm in my dream. What becomes a habit in real life becomes one in a dream too. But in the dream, there are deviations. For instance, I’d see my finger sink deep into my palm, as if my palm is made of rubber or gum. At that point, I’ll realize that I’m dreaming, basically ‘waking up’ within the dream. 

	That’s when I’d be able to change the dream the way I want to. In so doing, I would basically be rewiring my brain, which would help me return to being my old self. 

	He also said that I shouldn’t get too excited just yet. Apparently, during the first few episodes, after realizing that I’m dreaming, the excitement would overwhelm me and I would wake up in real life. 

	Without noticing it, Jack had removed his thumb from his mouth and was now shoving his index finger into his other palm.

	Day 6

	1. Weird dream. Confusing. Still fighting, Lt. still dead, but the scene looked different. Messy.

	2. Nothing—still awake.

	 

	I don’t know if it’s the lack of sleep or meds or both, but every day feels worse than the one before. I know that Charlene and Jack feel uncomfortable in my presence. I wish I could be my old self again, but it feels like there’s something withholding me from living my life. Like a dark force, sucking out every bit of energy and the desire for human connection as well. 

	I started Doc’s finger-against-palm suggestion and told Charlene about it. I saw Jack eyeing my hands this morning, but I couldn’t tell him. 

	Jack paused as he was overtaken by a memory triggered by his dad’s words. He remembered that morning as if it had happened a year ago. He reflected on his dad’s restless hands, his finger pushing incessantly against his palm while his distant expression remained fixed on the window. Nothing made sense then. Jack remembered his disappointment when his dad didn’t want to play with him and Buzz, but after reading the journal entry, it all made sense to him. He read the passage again.

	I wish I could be my old self again. But it feels like there’s something withholding me from living my life. Like a dark force, sucking out every bit of energy and the desire for human connection as well. 

	I could barely muster the energy to greet him, let alone explain what I’m doing and why. I don’t know how long I can continue living a life like this… like a zombie. Doc said that there’ll be good days and bad, and I need to remember during the dark times that the light will come again. 

	But I can’t see that happening. 

	Jack felt the happiness that had occupied him since dinner draining out as he continued reading. Must go on, just a little more. It will get better, Jack thought and then looked back down at the journal. To his surprise, there were no entries for days seven, eight, and nine, only the day ten entry he had quickly scanned the night before in his search for positivity. He read it again—attentively this time.

	Day 10

	1. Nothing. 

	2. No dream.

	 

	I’m feeling a little better today. I think it’s because I slept more than I’m used to. Or perhaps the meds are starting to work. Still tired, though, but not as damn emo, thank God. On the other hand, I’m a bit disappointed about dreaming. I mean, I set the alarms, and they woke me up, all for nothing. 

	Also, I might develop a callus in my palm from pushing my finger up against it. I saw Charlene shaking her head when I did it. She probably thinks it’s utter bullshit… just like I did. But that flag. There was something about it. It gave me hope… Don’t cry for me Argentina :-)

	There it was. A warm feeling flooded his body again, dissipating all the angst and concerns from a few minutes ago. A smile appeared on Jack’s face, and he closed the journal. He had more than a few bites—enough to satiate his hunger, and there was still plenty to devour in the nights to come. He stashed his dad’s journal under the mattress, took out his own, and placed it on the dresser. 

	Don’t cry for me, Argentina, he sang in his head after closing his eyes while still poking his palm with his index finger. 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 14

	 

	 

	Jack found himself in a tranquil meadow staring up at the towering mountains. The air was filled with the sweet scent of wildflowers, and a gentle breeze rustled the tall grass where the cows peacefully grazed. His eyes followed the jagged mountain outline with its dusting of snow, slicing the blue sky above. He felt a profound sense of peace wash over him. Although he’d never been there before, somehow, he knew that he was somewhere in Argentina. 

	The mountains lured him. He could feel their attraction as if they had some type of mystical magnetic power. Without questioning this mysterious force, he wandered toward the edge of the meadow to the start of the coarse brown shrubs that call the mountains home. None of the cows paid any attention to his presence and continued doing what cows do best.

	The vegetation was somehow soft, allowing Jack to approach the foot of the jagged cliffs with ease. As Jack entered the shadow of the mountain, it brought sweet relief from the baking sun, but the joy was short-lived. Behind Jack, the cows began mooing and some started trotting toward the center of the pasture. Jack looked over his shoulder as the other confused cattle followed suit. They were all racing away from the mountains.

	Jack’s legs began to quiver as a low rumble echoed through the mountains. A sudden jolt in the earth beneath shook him off balance and caused a loud crack to erupt from the cliffs above. Jack recovered his balance and remained in a hunched position while the earth continued shaking. Above him, dust clouds began painting the sky gray, and the cracking and crumbling intensified. The first pebbles from the rockfall started raining down from the sky. Jack extended his palms above his head to shelter himself. A jagged pebble about the size of a cigarette box slammed against Jack’s open palm.

	He shrieked and instinctively lowered his hand to inspect the damage. It wasn’t cut or bruised at all. And then, without knowing why, Jack pushed his index finger against his palm. His finger sank into his palm deeper and deeper. It felt like his finger was sinking into a ball of toy slime, like the type he used to play with when he was younger. Yet, his finger didn’t protrude to the other side.

	“I’m dreaming,” Jack exclaimed and stared up at the growing din in the mountain. A river of rocks varying in size—from that of a basketball to the size of a car—was cascading at tremendous speed toward him. 

	“I’m dreaming!” he screamed again as the excitement overwhelmed the fear. Jack leaped into the air and ascended swiftly. Within a second, he was soaring uncontrollably through the air with the cattle shrinking in size below. Fear returned when he realized how high was going. “It’s only a dream,” he said to himself again. Calmly, he extended his arms, palms facing the ground. His speed decreased, and he came to a stop about two hundred feet above the meadow, with the crumbling mountain about a quarter of a mile away. The mountain continued to collapse, sending debris crashing down until only dust and rock piles remained. Jack lowered his arms a little to allow him to slowly float down to the meadow until his feet felt the welcoming touch of the soft grass. The cows continued grazing as if nothing had happened.

	“Wow!” Jack yelled and punched the sky with his fists. 

	There was no panting and sweating when he woke up. Instead, he slowly opened his eyes and smiled. 

	“That was awesome,” he whispered. While he replayed the dream in his mind, he felt a profound sense of pride. He realized that his dad had taught him something that none of the other kids at school knew anything about. A gift—a key to another world of limitless possibilities. 

	But why couldn’t his dad do what he just did? Why had he struggled so much? Or had he managed to succeed at manipulating a dream later? Jack leaned over to retrieve the journal and the flashlight. 

	Day 11

	1. It happened! I was squatting above Lt.’s body, and for some reason, I started poking my palm, and it happened. As if my hand was made of latex or rubber or something, I could see my finger pushing through and making a bump on the other end. 

	He did it! Jack smiled with pride. I did it too, Dad. We both did!

	What a mind job. But that freaked me out completely, and I woke up. 

	Going back to sleep now—let’s do this.

	2. Nothing. Messy stuff. It didn’t make sense, and I can’t remember much of it.

	Hang in there, Dad. You’ll figure it out.

	I called Doc G and told him the good news. He seemed extremely impressed. He said that the exercise should only manifest in a dream after weeks of practice. He also suggested that I must continue ‘waking up’ within my dreams. Even if I don’t experience a lucid dream soon, I shouldn’t be discouraged. I scheduled a meeting with him for tomorrow to discuss it further.

	Jack paused and scanned through his own dream once more. Everything happened with such ease as if he was in total control. As soon as he realized he was in a dream, it was as if something else took over. Another part of him that was dormant all his life. A stronger version of himself. He continued reading. 

	Day 12

	1. It happened. This time before Lt. was shot. In the dream, I opened my left hand while the barrel rested in it. I released my other hand, letting the gun swing from its belt. I pushed my finger into the other palm. The finger went in again, past the barrel handle and into the ‘gum.’ I remember saying, “This is a dream.” 

	And then everything stopped. The dust didn’t drift. There was no sound. It was as if I was in a movie that was paused, except I could still move. I looked around but didn’t see or hear anybody. I called out, but nobody replied. 

	Jack’s mind raced back to the awful dream from the night before. The one where his dad walked through the smoke, dragging the lieutenant behind him while yelling for help.

	And then I woke up. What does that mean? This is trippy!

	2. The alarm went off, but I was still semi-awake, replaying that dream in my head. 

	The session with Doc went well. He was very encouraging, and honestly, he seemed blown away. He said that he had never heard of anybody who achieved such control in such a short time. He said that he wanted to push the boundaries by adding more exercises. So now, I need to ask myself “Am I dreaming?” before I poke my palm and then again after.  He also asked me to list the tasks in my journal and read through them every morning after I wake up. So here they are:

	1. Tell myself “I want to remember my dreams.”

	2. Keep a dream journal.

	3. Set the alarms for 3 a.m. and 5 a.m. Journal straight after waking up. 

	4. Do ‘dream tests’ throughout the day (push finger in palm) 

	5. Say “Am I dreaming?” every time before doing a ‘dream test.’ 

	He said I’m so close to where the fun starts. This is when I can start controlling my brain in my dream, and along with the help of neuroplasticity or something like that, my brain will start making new connections and regain its balance. 

	I still feel lethargic and numb, but my progress gives me hope. And if this works, if I can shake this shit, then I can be the husband and dad I want to be again. Jack deserves more than what I’ve become…

	The familiar lump in Jack’s throat returned, and he decided to end the reading on a high note, brimming with excitement to practice the newfound superpower his dad had given him.



	




	 

	Chapter 15

	 

	 

	A fire was raging within Jack. It was the desperate urge to share his excitement with someone, but the risk was just too high. Perhaps after completing the journal, he could tell Lestor. But at that point, he just had to keep his urges bottled up. 

	Although his mother didn’t seem very cheerful in the kitchen earlier that morning, he couldn’t help himself from sharing stories with his friends. Even on their way to school, the conversation between Lestor and himself resembled a dialogue, unlike the other days where Lestor did all the talking.

	“What’s going on with you today? Did you have a wet dream or something?” Lestor asked as they approached the intersection close to McGinty’s Irish Pub.

	“What? Why do you say that?”

	“You’re not as weird as usual. You’re all chipper and shit. Kinda freaking me out a bit. You’re not gonna go shoot up the school today or somethin’, right?”

	“What? No! What the hell?”

	“I’m just saying, man. You’re different today,” Lestor said while Jack shook his head. “All I’m saying is, if you’re gonna go shoot up the school, all I want is a heads-up before you do. I think you owe me that much at least.”

	“What the hell, dude? Shut up about school shootings. It’s not something to joke about.” A moment of silence followed.

	“Agreed. But hypothetically, if you did…”

	Jack laughed and punched Lestor’s soft, wide shoulder. “Quit it! Seriously!” Jack yelled. Lestor fumbled to the side and chuckled.

	“I just feel happy today, you know. Last night was alright. Had pizza, Mom was in a good mood, I slept well. I don’t know. I just feel… alive.”

	“What pizza did you get? Pepperoni with extra cocaine?” Both boys burst out laughing, but then, as Jack opened his eyes, he noticed something odd in front of the school. He stopped on the spot. 

	Lestor looked back over his shoulder and stopped chuckling when he saw Jack’s vagrant expression as he stared into the distance. Jack slowly brought his hands together and pushed his index finger into the other palm.

	Lestor frowned. “What now?”

	Jack remained quiet for a second while squinting and then started walking again. “Weird. I thought I saw something, but it was nothing.” 

	“Yup. Definitely cocaine pizza,” Lestor said. Jack felt relieved he didn’t have to go into the details of what he had just seen. Had he told Lestor that just then, he had seen a cow strolling on the lawn and disappearing behind the main building, Lestor would have been convinced that Jack was high. 

	 

	***

	 

	School was better than ever before. He felt content all the way until the final bell rang. He even had a conversation with Casey O’Neil. Talking with a girl at school was something he never did, except if he absolutely had to. But today, in the hallway, he commented on the ‘F-Humans’ sticker on the inside of her locker door, and from there, the conversation just kept flowing. Of course, Lestor had to ruin the moment by wolf-whistling from a distance. But still, it was something fresh.

	The evening went smoothly as well. Again, his mother was in a good mood and only had one drink. They watched a few episodes of The Big Bang Theory on Netflix and then went to bed. Although Jack enjoyed spending time with his mother when she was in such a good mood, he still couldn’t wait to head off to bed and learn more about his dad’s journey. He did, however, decide to take it easy and only do one entry for the night.

	Jack had given it much thought during the day. For some reason, he was reacting faster to lucid therapy than his father had, and that became a concern. The doctor had told his father that he was exceptional and that he was producing results faster than a normal person. The doctor also told him that they needed to experiment with the introduction of new exercises earlier than other patients would normally do. But Jack was going through everything even faster than his dad. What could the consequences of that be? Was the cow at school a sign that perhaps he should take it easy with the poking of his subconscious mind? 

	His dad mentioned neuroplasticity and creating new connections, but how secure could these connections be if they’re rushed and unsupervised by a professional? Regardless, he couldn’t see himself skipping an evening. He was way too deep in. Perhaps even a little addicted.

	Jack kissed his mom on the head on his way out of the living room. Once in his bedroom, with the lights still on, Jack updated his dream journal. He knew that if his mom barged in, it wouldn’t be a big deal. He would simply tell her that he had started a diary. Even with her lack of respect for privacy, he believed she wouldn’t insist on inspecting it. Especially on a night like that night when she wasn’t drinking as much.

	Afterward, Jack prepared for the best part of his day—spending more time with his dad. 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 16

	 

	 

	Day 13

	1. I was in Spartanburg. I don’t know how I knew, but I just did. There was a park, three kids throwing a baseball around. I stopped and observed them, and then, out of the blue, I asked myself: Is this a dream? I pushed my finger into my rubbery palm and realized that it was. 

	The world didn’t pause this time. Instead, the kids turned toward me and just stared at me. I waved at them, but they didn’t wave back. They just stood there, staring at me. But then, all three looked up at the sky in unison, and it started changing color. It went from a bright blue to gray to a dark red, like blood. Then I heard thunder, and the kids scrambled. I turned my head up again and saw a black crack streaking across the sky. 

	The crack widened, opened up, and swallowed the whole sky. Everything turned black, and I couldn’t see anything. That’s when I woke up. It was before the alarm. I don’t know how I feel about this…

	Jack’s eyes widened. He could see the imagery clearly in his mind’s eye. The eerie stares from the kids, the reddening sky, the darkness. The entry robbed him of all the euphoria he had been carrying around all day. He put his thumbnail between his teeth and continued.

	2. I fell asleep again. The alarm went off. No dreams.

	 

	Just read my entries again from last night… I don’t know how I feel about last night. I’m glad it wasn’t the usual, but this dream wasn’t much better either. I felt something that I can’t describe. Something ominous. I don’t want to bother Doc again today, so I’ll just try again tonight and see what happens. 

	I really hope I don’t dream anything along the lines of what I experienced last night…

	After finishing the entry, all the wind had abandoned Jack’s sails. He was expecting his dad to fly and shoot lasers from his eyes at all the evil terrorists. But instead, he saw a frightened man filled with uncertainty. He gripped the top of the page to turn it over but paused. Instead of flipping the page, he slammed the journal shut and hid it under the mattress again. 

	“Control yourself,” he whispered when he put the flashlight away.

	He began biting his thumbnail again while a profound sense of sympathy filled him. He had hoped that his dad would become empowered and free himself from the dreams, thereby freeing himself in real life. At least, that’s what Jack experienced the next day after his first successful lucid dream. But Jack began realizing that his newfound hope had polluted his memories and what actually transpired. Jack reflected on the few memories he had of his dad before he’d left for good. He wasn’t cheerful or handing out hugs and high-fives. He was cold.

	Jack realized that he’d gotten so lost in his own progress and that of his dad’s that his hope had generated an alternative outcome and blinded him to factual historical events. But there must have been progress. After all, his dad had grown back his confidence and the courage to return to the front lines, or wherever he was going.

	One of Jack’s last memories of his dad was when Jack was hiding in the darkness on top of the stairwell, listening to his mom crying and pleading. He hadn’t been able to make out everything that they were saying, and even most of what he heard had been lost over time. But he did remember how adamant his dad had been. He’d refused Charlene’s pleas to stay. He had to go. Cold and calculated—a man with a new mission in life. A mission that didn’t include a wife and child it seemed. 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 17

	 

	 

	Jack found himself strolling on a lush green lawn dotted with trees. The golden hour had begun painting the few scattered clouds with warm strokes as the sun was about to touch the tips of the high-rise apartments behind the tree line at the edge of the park.

	Where is he? Jack wondered as he scanned the patches of people in search of Lestor. In the distance, beyond a group of young adults enjoying beers on a blanket, Jack saw a boy matching Lestor’s build and posture facing the opposite direction.

	Jack put his flattened palms up to his cheeks. “Lestor!” he yelled, but the boy remained motionless. 

	Two exuberant young boys darted past Jack, almost colliding with him. “You’re it! I got you. I got your shirt, I swear!” the chaser yelled and scrammed off in another direction. 

	“It doesn’t count. I didn’t feel anything,” the runner exclaimed and zipped off in the opposite direction of his friend. Jack smiled and diverted his attention back to Lestor. But Lestor was gone. And so was everyone else in the park. 

	“What the hell?” Jack whispered and swiveled his head. The park was completely empty, except for the two tag-playing boys. Both were standing side by side about ten yards away, just staring at him. A tear rolled down the cheek of the boy on the right. The light dimmed, and Jack craned his neck to inspect the sky. The blue was gone, cast out by dark, morphing volcanic ash clouds. 

	“It’s a dream,” Jack whispered and immediately shoved his index finger into his palm. There it was. The sinking finger proved his suspicion. Jack grinned. “Oh yeah! It’s go time.”

	“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a familiar voice said behind Jack.

	Jack turned around and saw Father O’Reilly standing about three yards away from him. Except it wasn’t exactly the man he knew. This man of the cloth had a long lesion running from his forehead, over his left eye, and down his cheek. The eye in the middle of the lesion was thin and white, lacking an iris and pupil. His choice of clothing also differed from the priest Jack knew. This version wore a tattered black coat with a hood, and in his dangling right hand, he held a hatchet splattered with blood. Jack stepped back.

	“Who do you think you are?” the ominous imposter asked.

	Jack remained quiet while the swirling gray mass in the sky began rumbling. 

	“It’s not wise to play God, you know? Some things are just not supposed to be controlled. Aren’t you learning anything from your father?”

	“You’re not real,” Jack whispered. 

	“Oh, but I am, Jackie. I’m as real as you are real.” He snarled, revealing his decaying teeth before continuing. “And I’m about to prove it to you.” The priest raised the hatchet above his head and paced towards Jack.

	Jack turned his head at the undulating gray clouds above and launched himself upward. But instead of soaring through the sky like the night before, he found himself unable to lift his feet from the grass at all. The priest seized Jack by the shirt and flung him to the ground. He stomped his black boot on Jack’s chest, squashing the air out of his lungs. 

	I can’t breathe, Jack thought to himself as fear filled every cell of his body. He knew it was still a dream, but did he stop breathing in real life too? Jack grabbed the boot and tried to shove it off his chest, but it felt like an anvil pushing down, refusing to move an inch. The priest bent forward and studied the panic on Jack’s face. He snarled again and then slowly shoved the bloody hatchet under Jack’s chin.

	“You see? Not a god,” the priest said and tilted his head to the side. His snarl stopped and his brows furrowed. The priest straightened his back and gripped the hatchet with both hands while lightning streaked in the blackened sky above. With one swift motion, he raised his arms, arched his back, and snapped forward. The hatchet sliced through Jack’s skull, instantly turning everything into total darkness.

	Jack gasped for hair and clutched his head when he snapped back into the real world. He patted his head in search of the cleft in his skull and found none, but his forehead was soaking wet. Blood!

	The room was flooded with the welcoming light from the sun, and his eyes took a moment to adjust. 

	“Jackie? You need to get up, honey. You’re gonna be late for school,” his mom said while rapping on the door. He flipped on his side, grabbed his phone, and turned on the selfie camera. No blood. Just sweat. 

	“I’ll be out in a second, Mom.” Jack turned off the phone and pushed himself up against the headboard. A million thoughts ran through his head as he reflected on the nightmare, but it stood still at one point within his dream. 

	Some things are just not supposed to be controlled. Aren’t you learning anything from your father?

	The dream had passed, but there was a lingering feeling of unease that Jack couldn’t explain. Just like his dad after his unsettling dream, Jack felt it, too, and it was chilling his bones.



	




	 

	Chapter 18

	 

	 

	The midday sun cast a warm glow across the school courtyard. Jack emerged from the bathroom, adjusting the strap of his backpack while keeping his gaze fixed on the floor. He didn’t even notice Casey O’Neil, who kept her sparkling eyes fixed on him. Instead, he walked straight past. 

	“Hey, Jack,” she called from behind him. 

	Jack returned the greeting half-heartedly over his shoulder and continued walking toward the usual spot where the boys met during break time. Casey continued watching him walk off, the smile disappearing from her face. Jack made his way toward the open area where the picnic tables were scattered under the trees and saw Lestor, Kevin, and two other boys immersed in their phones.

	“Hi,” Jack mumbled as he piled his backpack on top of the others on the table and plopped down on the seat. Lestor looked up briefly but returned to his phone. A moment of silence followed, which didn’t happen often when Lestor was around.

	“Yo, weirdo. Did you check the link I sent you?” Lestor asked without lifting his eyes from the screen.

	“You talkin’ to me? You talkin’ to ME?” Kevin said, trying to imitate Robert De Niro. 

	“No, jackass. I’m talking to the freakshow over there,” Lestor replied. Jack remained quiet while aimlessly scrolling through his feeds. Nothing caught his attention. He might just as well have been swiping a rock. 

	Kevin lifted his head and punched Lestor in the shoulder. “That’s what we should call him! Why did we never think of that before?” Kevin turned toward Jack and kicked him in the shin. “Hey, Jackass!”

	Jack flinched while all the boys bellowed. A few forced high-fives followed, but Jack remained unamused.

	“What’s the matter with you today?” Lestor inquired with a frown.

	“What?” Jack snapped back.

	“Did you get the link I sent you?”

	“Yeah, I did. The video of the man that stepped into dog shit. Hilarious,” Jack said and rolled his eyes. But as his eyes lifted, he noticed something above just in time as the light casting down on the school grounds dimmed. A series of dark gray clouds were swarming in from the east, and the first one had just drifted in front of the sun. Jack’s head remained tilted backward. Slowly, he placed his phone down on the table and then stuck his finger in his palm. 

	Lestor’s eyes were still locked on Jack. “Are you having a stroke?”

	Jack felt his finger hurting the tiny bones in his palm. No gum this time. Relief washed over him, and he returned his attention back to Lestor.

	“What the hell was that?”

	“Nothing. I was just looking up at the clouds for a second. You never do that?” 

	“No! Jesus Christ, dude. I swear you’re becoming weirder by the minute,” Lestor said. 

	Jack remained expressionless and slowly proceeded to gather his belongings. “I gotta go. I forgot something,” he said and left the group. Muffled giggles resonated from the table, but Jack ignored them all. Everybody was cracking a joke about Jack’s stroke-slash-seizure. They took turns making exaggerated imitations of him with their heads craned backward and their hands awkwardly sticking into one another. All of them except Lestor. Lestor frowned and studied Jack attentively as he walked off.

	“Yo, Jack. Hold up!” Lestor waddled in Jack’s direction. “Hold up, man,” Lestor heaved.

	“What?”

	“What’s wrong, dude? Like seriously. I’m worried about you. No jokes.”

	“I’m fine,” Jack said while avoiding eye contact with Lestor.

	“I don’t think so. What’s going on? You’re like a damn seesaw! Going up and down so much, you’re making me motion sick.” Lestor’s levity, his attempt to reduce the tension, ricocheted off Jack like an arrow off the armor. 

	“I said I’m fine!” Jack snapped and stormed off. Lestor didn’t pursue him. Something was brewing under the surface, but Lestor realized it wasn’t the right time to start pinching and prodding it.

	 

	***

	 

	Jack had spent the rest of the day dodging Lestor and his entourage. After school, he sneaked into the library undetected by Lestor and the gang and pretended to do research for an assignment. One of the tables at the back, close to the windows, became the obvious choice. With the windows at his back, he pretended to take advantage of the natural light flooding in from the gray sky beyond. He chose the position carefully, as it shielded him from other kids or staff peaking over his shoulder. 

	He put in his headphones, opened the random geography books he’d retrieved, as well as his school notebook, and laid them out on the table. After scattering some pens from his case on the table, he began searching on his phone.

	Lucid dreaming. The top-ranking search result was from WebMD, which Jack thought was a trustworthy source. 

	Lucid dreams are when you know that you're dreaming while you're asleep. You're aware that the events flashing through your brain aren't really happening. But the dream feels vivid and real. You may even be able to control how the action unfolds as if you're directing a movie in your sleep.

	Yeah, but not all the time, Jack thought as Father O’Reilly’s boot on his chest popped up in his mind for the thousandth time that day. He diverted his attention back to the website and continued scanning for useful information, particularly about the negative side effects of lucid dreaming. 

	Jack entered one website after the next. As he expected, most of them were from fake gurus offering ‘nowhere else to be found’ information in exchange for likes, shares, and subscriptions. YouTube and Snikr were rife with ‘expert’ videos as well, some promising that you’re guaranteed to have a lucid dream after watching one of their videos.   

	The biggest selling point of the self-proclaimed gurus for practicing lucid dreaming was to experience levitation or flying, having sex with any person, exploring distant planets, or even creating your own world. Everything he laid eyes on only exposed the positive effects of lucid dreaming.

	He continued until the light faded outside and the librarian informed him that it was time to go. Jack returned the books while a feeling of hopelessness and disappointment laid heavy on him.  He’d hoped that he would find something about the long-term consequences of dream control and also what to do when things go south. Nowhere could he find anything resembling what he was searching for.

	Instead, he mostly just found empty promises from liars looking to make a few bucks online. Jack realized that the only option left was to continue reading his dad’s journal, but unlike the previous evenings, he wasn’t particularly excited about doing that. The dream from the night before left something behind. Something that he didn’t want to delve into. But now it felt like he had no choice. 

	Dad must have the answers, he thought before leaving the library. Soldiers don’t quit.

	 

	***

	 

	The walk back home felt shorter than usual. Jack was completely caught up in his own mind and didn’t even notice when the streetlights switched on. He looked up from the pavement for the first time as he approached his house. But something was off. The front door was open, and he detected a faint orange glow behind the house.

	Jack’s heart began pounding harder as he squinted to observe the delicate movement in the darkness above the roof. His eyes bulged from his head as he realized what he was staring at.

	Smoke!

	 

	
 

	Chapter 19

	 

	 

	Jack approached the house with caution. The interior lights were on, which instilled a sense of comfort. Burglars wouldn’t leave the door open and turn on every light in the house. His mom’s Honda was parked askew in the driveway, suggesting that Jim Beam came around to visit again. Jack’s suspicions were confirmed when he entered the house. The bottle was standing quarter full on the living room coffee table with the cap on the floor. No, Mom.

	“Mom!” Jack yelled up the staircase, but there was no reply. He walked into the kitchen, but she wasn’t there either. He sniffed the air—no smoke inside the house. Good. The only logical option that remained was that she was drunk and trying to BBQ in the backyard. That would explain the smoke trail he had seen from the street. 

	The back door was open, and Jack could smell the pungent smoke as he exited the house. To his right, his mother stood next to the grill, staring into the flames with her glass of Jim in one hand and something else in the other. 

	“Mom? What’s going on?”

	Charlene jolted and turned toward Jack. “What have you done, Jack?”

	Jack furrowed his eyebrows and stepped closer. His mother was swaying somewhat, but she kept her glazed eyes fixed on Jack’s. 

	“What do you mean? Are you OK?”

	Charlene raised the object in her other hand, causing ice to fill his veins. It was the front page of a notebook with the word LUCID on it. “Look what I found under your mattress. If only it had been a porn magazine!” She flung the cover into the open flames. Jack froze.

	“How much of this shit did you read? I told you to leave those boxes alone! Tell me. Tell me now!” 

	“No!” Jack screamed and sprinted toward her. He arrived just in time to see the cover curl up, turn black, and combust. Next to the flames and ashes, he also noticed a little triangle of cardboard that the flames had not yet consumed—his own dream journal. All was gone. Greedily lapped up by the dancing flames. “No, Mom! How could you?”

	“How could I? How could I?” She staggered forward, seized Jack by the shoulder, and raised the glass and a pointed finger toward his face. “You have no idea what you were doing! It’s that shit that drove your father out of the house and out of our lives forever. I’m not going to lose you too!”

	“That was the only connection I still had to Dad.” Jack’s voice began creaking. “How could you hide that from me all these years?  You had no right to do that.”

	“I was protecting you!”

	“Protecting me from what? From getting to know my father?”

	“From the consequences of what’s in there! That’s what. I saw the impact it’s already had on you. I read your journal.”

	Jack jerked his shoulder away, breaking her connection. “You had no right to read my journal!” 

	“It’s my right as your mother to protect you, even if it’s from your father. How much did you read? Did you finish it?”

	“No, I didn’t. And now I never will, thanks to you!” Jack said as the tears began to flow from his cheek. “It was all I still had left of Dad.”

	“Jack, wait. Come back here. I’m talking to you!” Jack stormed off, headed straight for the coffee table, and grabbed the bottle of Jim Beam. By that time, Charlene had already staggered in through the back door. “What are you doing?” she yelled when she saw Jack standing in the living room with the bottle dangling from his hand.

	“This,” he said and lifted the bottle. “This is all that matters to you, isn’t it? Since Dad left, this is all you care about.”

	“Jackie, calm down,” Charlene said, holding up the glass and an open palm in front of her.

	“Dad loved me, but you… You just love the liquor!” Jack screamed and threw the bottle at the tiled section leading toward the back door. The glass shattered, sending shards skidding on the floor right up to Charlene’s feet.  She stood there with her jaw open while Jack disappeared around the corner, galloped up the stairs, and slammed his door. 

	Charlene wept uncontrollably and made her way to the couch. She placed the glass on the coffee table and buried her wet face in her palms. Apart from her occasional sobbing, the house grew quiet. Not long after, she heard car doors slamming shut outside. The first thing she noticed when she lifted her head were the red and blue flashing lights illuminating the living room.

	
 

	Chapter 20

	 

	 

	Jack was pacing up and down in his room when he saw the blue lights flashing through his window. He peeked down and saw his mother walking out to meet the officers. Jack realized that their fight in the backyard had been quite loud and that the neighbors had probably heard the bottle smashing too. But even if they had called 911 at the start of the argument, the police had still arrived in record time for Spartanburg. He’d heard the complaints several times about the lack of a police presence in their neighborhood and the police force’s ‘laziness.’ Everybody had hoped that the new president, who wished to make America great again, would fix this issue too.  

	Jack partially hid behind the curtain while trying to make out what they were discussing. He could see the officers nodding while his mother explained with her arms frantically flailing in the air. At least she remembered to leave her drink inside the house. 

	One of the officers began talking, making calm gestures with his hands, after which Charlene pointed up toward Jack’s window. Jack bolted to the side, shielding himself completely with the curtain. He peeked around the curtain once more, just in time to see the last police officer disappear into the house. Jack ran to his bed and rubbed the pillow on his face to remove the last traces of his tears. He cleared his throat while listening to the voices growing louder on the staircase. Then, a rap on the door.

	“Jackie? There are two officers here who would like to have a word with you,” Charlene said from the hallway.

	“We just want to talk, Jack,” said one of the officers. Jack rose from the bed and opened the door. 

	A tall, uniformed officer probably in his mid-forties with a thick black mustache nodded as he opened the door. Charlene was standing next to him, her eyes bloodshot and glazed up. Behind her stood a younger, slenderer officer just a tad taller than his mother. 

	“Jackie, the officers just wanted to check on us to see that everything is alright. Tell them everything is fine, will you?”

	“Mrs. Traeger, I would like a moment alone with your son, please,” the older officer said with a firm tone. “Officer Brock, would you please escort her downstairs? I’ll be down in a minute.”

	Charlene stared at the officer with a confused countenance before she turned around and made her way toward the stairs. The Magnum PI look-alike turned his gaze back to Jack as soon as the two had disappeared out of view. 

	“How are you doing, Jack?” 

	“I’m fine, officer,” Jack said, but it seemed that the man didn’t care about his response. His eyes were above Jack’s head, scanning the room behind him. 

	“Mind if I come in?”

	“Sure,” Jack said and stepped aside. The officer wandered around for a few seconds and then pulled out the chair at Jack’s desk. After removing his cap, he gestured toward the bed. Jack sat down and dropped his eyes toward the carpet. 

	“I needed to make sure that you’re fine in person. I mean, really OK and not just saying so because you’re afraid of what your mother would say or do.”

	“I’m fine, really, I am,” Jack said and began nibbling on his thumbnail. 

	“What happened tonight? We were called out on a domestic disturbance complaint. Screaming, glass breaking. Tell me what really happened here earlier.”

	Jack shook his head and clenched his jaw. “We just had a little fallout. I was upset with my mother. I didn’t want her to drink anymore, so I smashed the bottle and came to my room. I’m sorry about that, and I was going to apologize to her. But not now.”

	“I’m not here to force you into an apology, Jack.” He stood up from the chair. “How much of your dad’s journal did you read?”

	Jack’s stomach churned, and he remained quiet for a second. “About half, I suppose.” 

	The officer simply nodded. “And she burned it all?”

	“Yes,” Jack replied on autopilot while his mind questioned why his mother would even bring up the journal in the first place.

	“Well, if you’re sure you’ll be OK, then I suppose we better hit the road. But before I go, I want you to have this.” The officer handed Jack a blank piece of paper with a number on it. “Call that number whenever you feel you’re in danger, understood?” 

	Jack took the piece of paper and stared at the number.

	“I know what it’s like having a parent that loves the bottle too much.”

	Jack felt his cheeks turn scarlet and decided to remain quiet before he answered in an embarrassing, squeaky voice.  

	The officer patted Jack on the shoulder. “It’s not your fault.” 

	Jack didn’t reply. The officer made his way to the door while adjusting his cap mid-stride. Jack followed the officer downstairs in silence. He wanted to reassure the officers that everything was going to be alright and that his mother didn’t pose a physical threat. But when he arrived in the kitchen, he decided not to speak instead.

	Charlene was chatting with the other officer as if nothing had happened. Her hypocrisy and drunken acting skills sickened him. Jack feigned a smile as they accompanied the officers to the patrol car and watched them reverse out of the driveway. 

	“Why did you tell them about the journal?” Jack whispered while both stood there waving at the officers. 

	Charlene dropped her arm and swiveled her head in Jack’s direction. “I didn’t tell them anything about the journals.”

	Jack studied her face for a second and then furrowed his brows. Her eyes seemed bewildered, but he’d seen her in worse shape before. 

	Why would she lie about this? Jack shook his head and stormed off.

	“Jackie, I’m sorry!” she yelled. 

	But Jack didn’t stop or look back once before entering the house.

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 21

	 

	 

	Charlene filled up her glass while gossiping about her useless coworker. Jack just nodded and feigned a smile here and there, struggling to stuff down the dry mac and cheese. It had been well over two weeks since their altercation, yet the lingering tension in the house remained almost palpable. Jack never apologized for his outburst; he saw no reason why he had to. The invasion of his privacy and destruction of his prized possessions were unforgivable. If he had any money or anywhere to go, he would’ve left the house already. 

	He even considered breaking open her closet to find the treasure she mentioned a long time ago. The only thing that stopped him was the memory of that night. The night she sat alone, drunk, crying, and talking about ‘nest eggs’ and the promise she made him swear to keep.

	“Can you believe that?” Charlene’s words cut through Jack’s thoughts.

	“That’s crazy,” Jack replied with no emotional infliction. Charlene continued blabbering on, allowing Jack to drift off again. His mother had been overly nice to the point where it was almost nauseating. In the mornings, she would be cheerful and chirpy, making Jack feel like they were on the set of some seventies sitcom. In the evenings, it was worse. Then, she had the whiskey to spur her acting attempts.

	“And how was school today?”

	Jack snapped back to the dining table. “It was OK. Like every other day.”

	Charlene remained quiet for a second and took another sip. She studied Jack’s face while he was poking his food. She closed her eyes, and after opening them again, she began telling a story about her teacher when she was still in school. Jack nodded, but his eyes remained on his plate. 

	The numbness imprisoning his mind intensified as Charlene’s voice drifted further away. Occasionally, a flash from one of his nightmares would infiltrate the suffocating blanket but would disappear as soon as it had manifested. In between the horrific flashes, Jack drifted deeper and deeper into the oppressive abyss—the limbo between the waken world and the realm of darkness. He was so far removed from the present that he didn’t even notice that his mother had stopped talking for a while. 

	She placed her hand on Jack’s forearm. “Jackie, would you put your fork down for a second? I have something important I want to tell you.”

	Jack sighed, placing the fork on his plate before leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms. Charlene’s eyes watered up. “I got a call from school today. They’re concerned about you. We’re concerned about you.”

	Jack scowled. “Oh, Mom.” 

	“Now hang on, Jackie. Let me finish, please. Look, I know you’re still angry at me, and that’s fine; you have every right to be. One day, you’ll realize that what I did was in your best interest. But there’s more to this than just the journal.”

	Jack remained quiet, his eyes fixed on the white tablecloth. 

	“Your teachers are very concerned about you. They say that you’re distracted and seem to be disconnecting yourself from everything.”

	“Who said that?”

	“It doesn’t matter, Jackie. We’re all concerned, and we just want to help you. What’s going on? Why isn’t Lestor coming here anymore, either? All you do is hang out in your room. And according to your school, it’s not because you’re doing your homework up there.”

	Jack wanted to flip the table and run upstairs. He wanted to scream at her to leave him alone. But her tone of voice carried a sincerity that he hadn’t experienced in a long time. A soothing tone, one only a loving mother can produce. Instead of giving in to his rage, Jack allowed the lump in his throat to continue growing. It was the truth, after all. Whether it was the nightmares, the long hours awake at night, or the hopelessness that had been growing inside him, something was wrong. 

	“Talk to me, Jackie. I’m begging you. I know I’ve not been the best mother to you,” she paused as her voice began to crack. She cleared her throat and took another sip from her glass. “It’s been difficult for me. I thought things would get better after your father’s memorial service. I thought I could bury the past and move on, but now I realize it was easier said than done. The truth is that I need help, Jackie. We both do.”

	Jack couldn’t contain his tears anymore. He tried his best to remain brave, but he felt his lip twitching and a tear cascading down the boundary of his nose. 

	“I miss him so much,” she said and began sobbing. That was Jack’s breaking point. He planted his face in his palms while his body convulsed. Charlene stood up and embraced him for a few seconds, both not saying a word and just letting their emotions be. A few moments later, Charlene receded and pulled her chair closer. She cupped his hand on the table.

	“Talk to me, Jackie.”

	Jack sniffed and wiped his face with his forearm. “I’m having terrible nightmares, and I’m struggling to sleep thereafter. I’m tired all the time.” Jack sniffed and shook his head. “Whenever someone is talking, it feels like I’m not even there. Like I’m watching a video from a distance and the audio is turned down.”

	Charlene bowed her head. “How much of the journal did you read? I won’t get angry. I just want to know.”

	“About half of it.”

	“So that’s the reason for the nightmares and lack of sleep?” she asked. 

	Jack shrugged. “Maybe. I was hoping that it was just a phase and that the rest of the journal would guide me out of it. But you destroyed it before—” 

	“What do you dream about?”

	“At first, it was amazing. I was progressing faster than Dad. But then…”

	“Don’t be afraid, Jack. It’s best to get it out.” 

	Jack nodded and sniffed again.

	“I lost control of my dreams. And now, something else is in control. A bad man, Mom. A very bad man. I don’t know if it’s the lack of sleep, but I also see him—or at least I think I see him—in real life too. I tried finding answers online. I tried doing the tricks that Dad talked about in his journal, but nothing’s working. Ever since he came, I feel… I dunno.”

	Charlene’s eyes were bulging from her head. Both remained quiet for a minute and then she let go of his hand and leaned back in her chair. 

	“Oh my god. This is all my fault. I should never have asked you to take out those boxes. I should’ve burned everything myself without ever telling you. I’m so sorry, Jackie.”

	“Please tell me what happened to Dad. He also went through this, right? But he recovered, didn’t he? I need to know, Mom.”

	Charlene lapped up the last bit of whiskey and stared at the glass. “Your dad wasn’t himself during his last visit. He was locked up inside himself. Perhaps you don’t remember that much, but he was a sick man.”

	Jack took a deep breath and nodded. 

	“Your dad began seeing a psychiatrist, someone recommended by the military, a man called Doctor Goldstein. He specialized in post-traumatic stress disorder, and he was the one who introduced lucid dreaming therapy to your dad. At first, I thought it was a joke, something to keep his mind occupied. But your dad invested all his hope in the therapy. Later, beyond belief, I could see progress in your dad. Your dad began speaking more often, leaving the house more often, and smiling as well,” she said before her grin slowly faded. 

	“And then?”

	“Then came his setback. Your dad crawled back into his own world, but this time it was different. He slept more than he ever had, and when he woke up, he had this look on his face. Anger, determination, I don’t know. He was a completely different version of himself than the others I had seen. He stopped writing his journal too. I remember sneaking into the room daily and reading his entries, but I noticed at one point that he had stopped writing them. Soon after, he told me that he had passed the tests and was deemed fit enough to return to duty. And that was it. Your dad left. His mind had already left a while before he did, I think. What remained of your dad was a cold shell of the man he used to be.”

	Jack closed his eyes. “So, there was no happy ending in the journal.”

	“No. The last few entries were all about random memories reappearing from his time abroad. Terrible things. Some true and some false.”

	“How do you know that some weren’t true?”

	“Because he started sounding like a conspiracy theorist. I can’t remember most of it, but it sounded insane. I still don’t understand how he passed the tests. How they allowed him to go back.”

	Jack remained quiet and allowed everything his mother had just told him to settle in. If only she had explained everything before he started reading the journal, he would’ve known that the journal wasn’t a blessing—it was Pandora’s Box. 

	“No what? I just continue having nightmares until I go crazy?”

	Charlene leaned over and placed her hand on his shoulder. “No, Jackie. We’re going to fight this together.”

	“How?”

	Charlene tried to put on a comforting smile. “That’s the spirit. The school recommended a man who could help. A doctor.”


 

	Chapter 22

	 

	 

	Greener Pastures was a relatively new mental health practice in town, but it had already established a stellar reputation. Most of the hundred-and-something reviews Jack saw online expressed gratitude toward Doctor William Chang and the wondrous help he provided. Regardless of his credibility and online reputation, Jack still felt uneasy about seeing a psychiatrist. He needed to keep the whole thing a secret. He already felt like an outcast at school; he couldn’t imagine the field day the boys would have if they ever found out.

	Charlene returned from the reception desk after completing all the paperwork and gracefully floated down onto the couch next to Jack. She crossed her legs and straightened out her skirt over her knees.

	“How are you feeling? Nervous?” she whispered. Jack hadn’t seen his mom acting so ladylike in a long time. Even her breath smelled minty instead of reeking of single malt. 

	“I’m good. I just want to get this over with.”

	“You need to remember, Jackie, this is a process and not just a once-off. We’ll probably need to come back here a few times.”

	Jack sighed. “I know.”

	“Mr. Jack Traeger, Doctor Chang is ready for you in room 102,” the young receptionist called out. 

	“You want me to come with you?” Charlene asked and placed her arm on Jack’s shoulder as he leaned forward.

	“I’ll be fine,” he replied and left. Here we go, he thought as he knocked on the door below the gold-plated 102. Shortly after, the door opened. Doctor Chang introduced himself and welcomed Jack inside his huge office. They walked past his desk and the tall, potted palm plant toward what seemed like a living room. Doctor Chang gestured toward the single-seater couch, and Jack settled in. 

	“How are you feeling today, Jack?” Doctor Chang asked as he lowered himself into the other single seater. 

	“Fine. Just a little tired.” 

	Doctor Chang remained quiet for a second while studying the file in his lap. “I’m glad to hear that,” he said and then lifted his gaze toward Jack. “Your mother tells me that you’re having trouble sleeping?”

	“You can say that, I suppose.”

	“And you’re struggling with nightmares. Is that correct?”

	“Yes, Doctor.” Jack caught himself bouncing his eyes off Doctor Chang’s glasses up to his balding forehead, but Jack ducked his eyes down before Doctor Chang looked up again. 

	Doctor Chang didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he stood up and walked toward the window. Jack kept his eyes on him and felt a sense of discomfort stirring within himself. Wasn’t the doctor supposed to interrogate him about God knows what? Instead, he was just gazing out the window like some weirdo. 

	Doctor Chang briefly looked over his shoulder. “Can you keep a secret?”

	Jack furrowed his brows. “Uhm, yeah. Sure.”

	Doctor Chang casually made his way back and sat down again. He removed his glasses and placed them along with the file on the side table next to his couch. 

	“I’m not exactly like other doctors. Truth be told, I’m nothing like most of them. You see, I really hate it when parents—or teachers or other doctors—tell me what’s wrong with their kids and how to fix them. I don’t care. They think they’re so smart, but they’re not. They don’t know what it’s like to be a teenager. They’ve forgotten what it’s like to be young a long time ago. Now, caught up in their own little worlds, they think they know what’s happening in the lives of others. But they don’t. It’s bullshit,” Doctor Chang said and slammed his fingers over his mouth. 

	Jack giggled.

	“Sorry. Wait, no, I’m not sorry. I swear sometimes. Sue me. You don’t have a problem with that, do you?”

	“No. I do sometimes too,” Jack said with a grin.

	“Good. Also, you promised not to tell, right?”

	“I did.”

	“Good. Then I’ll also promise you that I won’t tell a soul what you say in here. If anybody asks what we talked about, you can tell them to go to hell,” Doctor Chang said and watched Jack chuckle. “Wait, no, don’t say that. Tell them you can’t because of doctor-patient confidentiality. You think you can remember that?”

	“Sure. I’ve heard that before.”

	“Oh, you’ve been to other mental health practitioners before?”

	“No, I meant like in the movies.”

	“Excellent. We’ll use that then. Well…” Doctor Chang paused, leaned deeper into his couch, and locked his hands behind his head. “Seeing that this is your first time, let me explain more about what to expect from our little hang out sessions. So, first, trust. We established that already. Second, I’m not here to tell you what’s wrong with you and how to fix it. I can give you some insights and recommendations, but in the end, you choose what you want to do with it. I’ll give you a bit of homework sometimes, but you won’t be getting detention if you don’t do it. You’re a grown man, and you’re quite capable of making your own decisions. Correct?”

	“Yeah,” Jack said with confidence. 

	“Good to know,” he said and gathered his glasses and the file again. “So, Jack. What do you want to tell me about your dreams?”

	What do I want to tell you? Interesting question, Jack thought. The session was the polar opposite of what he had expected. He had imagined laying on the couch while a white-bearded man was asking him questions about his childhood, scratching and digging to find that psychotherapist pot-of-gold named childhood abuse. But Doctor Chang was cool—a wild card. 

	Jack kicked his legs out, leaned back into the chair, and started talking about his dad.

	 

	***

	 

	The hour that passed in Doctor Chang’s office felt like mere minutes. Jack had told him everything about his father, leading up to the discovery of the journal and his journey into the abyss of darkness thereafter. Doctor Chang just listened and asked a question occasionally, but for the most part, Jack did all of the talking. Doctor Chang did, however, introduce a meditative exercise to help Jack clear his head and calm down before bed, which was supposed to allow him to drift off with ease. 

	It proved to be exceptionally effective. While listening to Doctor Chang’s soothing voice, Jack drifted off briefly but woke up soon after, feeling embarrassed for dozing off instead of focusing on the exercise he needed to implement later.

	“OK, Jack. You may open your eyes now.” Jack opened them slowly, feeling relaxed. “Do you think you can remember this exercise and do the same tonight?”

	Jack blushed and nodded. “Yeah, sure thing.” 

	Doctor Chang turned toward the clock on the wall and sighed. “Would you look at the time? Sorry, Jack, but I have another patient coming in. Probably some soccer mom who wants to cry about her canceled pedicure appointment,” he said, shaking his head.  

	Jack snickered. Doctor Chang was something else. “So that’s it? Apart from the relaxation technique, no other advice, no medication, no homework?”

	“This isn’t bootcamp. I’m not going to grind you into the ground on our first session. If you’re up for it, then we can meet again tomorrow. What do you say?”

	“OK. Yeah, this wasn’t so bad. Thanks.”

	“You expected an old creepy man interrogating you about your childhood, didn’t you?” Doctor Chang said as they stood up. Jack laughed as Doctor Chang led him to the door. “Talk to Jenny at the front desk and let her pencil you in for tomorrow afternoon. Take care and remember doctor-patient confidentiality.”

	 

	
 

	Chapter 23

	 

	 

	As soon as both of the Honda’s doors slammed shut, Charlene began her interrogation.  

	“So? How was it?” she asked while tugging on her safety belt. 

	Doctor-patient confidentiality, Jack thought and grinned. “It was OK.”

	“Are you sure? I thought it was kinda strange that he wants to see you tomorrow too. Usually, appointments don’t follow so close to each other.”

	She had a good point. Although Jack didn’t feel like sharing his experience with her, he also realized she would just keep clawing until she found blood. He liked the agreement he had with the rebel doctor, but he had to throw her a bone.

	“He just wanted more time with me. Today, we mostly talked about Dad, then we ran out of time.”

	“Are you sure? He didn’t give you any advice? A prescription, maybe?”

	“No, he just shared a technique to help me clear my mind before bed. We’ll get to the rest later, I suppose,” Jack said and then reflected on what Doctor Chang said about parents wanting to fix their kids. “I don’t mind going back. He’s nice.”

	Charlene smiled and turned the ignition. “I’m glad to hear that, Jackie.” After straightening out into the main road, she turned to Jack again. “So this technique, what’s it about?”

	“Ah well, you know, just breathing and relaxing. That type of stuff,” Jack said while fidgeting with his phone, realizing that, at that point, he could hardly remember anything regarding the relaxation technique. 

	Silence ensued for about two blocks until a red light commanded Charlene to bring the car to a halt. Jack was scrolling through his phone when his mom questioned him again.

	“So, nothing else? You just talked about Dad?”

	“Yup,” he said without lifting his head.

	“Nothing about me?”

	“Nope.”

	Charlene rummaged in her handbag and retrieved her sunglasses. She inspected herself in the mirror, then turned her attention to Jack.

	“There’s something I wanna share with you, Jack.”

	Jack’s eyes remained glued to his screen. “What?”

	“I’ve decided to join a support group. An AA group. I’m heading out there tonight.”

	Jack lifted his gaze from his phone for the first time and smiled. “That’s great, Mom.”

	Charlene nodded. “Yeah, it’s not that I’m an alcoholic or anything. I just figured that I could drink a little less and be a little more present. Be there for you if you need me.” 

	Jack felt the same warmth growing inside him that he had felt the night before. “I’m proud of you, Mom,” Jack said before diverting his attention back to his phone.

	The moment the light turned green, Charlene accelerated. Jack’s head bobbed backward, and his peripheral vision caught the blue pickup next to them, making a right down Church Street. Jack turned his full attention to the open tailgate, which revealed the bloodied body of a man wearing the same clothing as Doctor Chang. 

	He twisted in his seat, but couldn’t identify the man driving the pickup because his head was covered by a black hood.

	Jack whipped his head back to his mom. “Mom, did you see that?”

	“What? See what?” 

	Jack said and snapped his head back to the right. “In the back of that pickup,” 

	“What pickup?” 

	The pickup was gone. Jack adjusted himself to get a better look behind him but couldn’t see the truck anywhere.

	“What pickup?” Charlene asked and glanced to her right, just in time to see Jack’s finger pushing against his other palm. “Don’t do that!” 

	Jack flinched. “What?”

	She gestured with her head to his hands while still gripping the wheel at ten and two. “That!” He looked down at his hands and then shoved them under his legs. “What did you see?”

	“Nothing. I thought I saw a raccoon in the back of a truck.”

	Charlene didn’t reply. Instead, she turned on the radio to block her mind’s desperate pleas for alcohol.



	




	 

	Chapter 24

	 

	 

	The air became redolent of perfume when Charlene entered the living room. Jack looked up from the television and watched as she fidgeted in her handbag. She wore a black skirt and maroon blouse and it looked more as if she was going on a date than going to an AA meeting. 

	“Have you seen the car keys? I’m going to be late,” she mumbled while still digging in her handbag.

	Jack smiled. “I saw them lying on top of the microwave earlier.”

	Charlene walked into the kitchen and returned swiftly. “Got ’em, thanks. You sure you’re gonna be OK?

	“Of course,” Jack said and took out his phone. 

	“Don’t wait up for me. I’m not sure how long these things last, you know? And don’t stay up too late, either. And call me if you need me.”

	 “Yes, Mom,” he drawled and unlocked his cell phone. Only one bar of battery was left.

	“OK, see you later,” she said and made her way to the front door. 

	“Hold up,” Jack said and jumped off the couch. “I left my power bank in your car.”

	“Glad I’m not the only forgetful one in the house,” she said over her shoulder as they walked to the car. Charlene got in and started the car while Jack retrieved his power bank from the glove box. 

	“Got it. Good luck,” he said before slamming the door shut. Charlene reversed out of the driveway while Jack stood and watched her leave. He waved at her, but she didn’t notice. As the car disappeared out of view, Jack’s attention moved to the black van parked two houses down on the opposite side of the street. He frowned while trying to remember if he had ever seen the van on their street before. 

	He kept staring at the van for a while before he walked back into the house and closed the door. Before he dived onto the couch, he paused and then walked back to lock the front door. He tested the back door and the kitchen door to see if they were locked, too, before he went back to the couch. 

	WSPA 7 News had just started, but Jack was paying more attention to his Snikr feed on his phone. Occasionally, his ears would pick up something from the television, but his attention mostly remained fixed on his phone. 

	“… gunshots woke up the neighborhood in the middle of the night, which caused numerous people to call 911…” Jack looked up at the television and read the banner. Unexplained gunshots in Greenville. The hot brunette with the tight red turtleneck continued elaborating on the mysterious shootings, but Jack wasn’t paying attention to her words or her shimmering green eyes. All became blurry as he stared at her breasts, accentuated by the tight turtleneck. 

	“Shit!” Jack exclaimed when the doorbell rang. He grabbed the remote and turned down the volume. Jack walked over to the front door, wondering who it could be. His first guess was Mrs. Peterson from down the street, just coming over for an evening nightcap and gossip like she had done many times before. Jack’s heart stopped beating when he flung open the door. Instead of Mrs. Peterson, Father O’Reilly was standing on the front porch. Jack couldn’t move a muscle or utter a single word. 

	“Evening, Jack,” he said. Jack nodded. “I’m sorry to bother you so late, but I was doing the rounds in the neighborhood, and I wanted to stop by to see how you and your mom are doing.” Jack remained frozen.

	“I sent her a message, but she didn’t reply. Is she at home?” The priest tilted his head to the side, trying to get a peek past Jack. 

	“Uhm, she’s not here. She went out.”

	“Oh. That’s such a shame,” Father O’Reilly said and dropped his gaze to the welcome mat. Jack saw the priest’s silver Buick Century parked on the road, but the black van from earlier was gone. “Mind if I come in?”

	Jack felt his legs twitching. “Actually, Father, I have a lot of homework to finish, and Mom made me promise to finish it all tonight.”

	The priest smiled. “I understand. It’s getting late. I just wanted to check to see that you two are still doing well. I haven’t seen either of you since the memorial.”

	Jack recalled his brief, awkward encounter, but even this memory is polluted now. All that Jack could envision was the scar running across his face, the dead eye, and the hatchet the priest-imposter from his dreams wielded.

	“We’re doing well, Father. Thanks for asking. I’ll tell her you stopped by,” Jack said and gripped the door handle. 

	“Before I go, I just wanted to remind you that if there’s anything the church or myself can help with, please let me know. The house of God is always open for His children.” Jack nodded and feigned a smile. After saying good night, he closed the door and went back to the couch. Instead of grabbing his phone as usual, he shoved his finger in his palm. Not a dream, he thought and breathed out heavily. 

	The steamy news anchor was still reading the news, but Jack wasn’t undressing her with his teenage eyes anymore. Instead, his mind was racing between the black van and Father O’Reilly. 

	Coincidence, Tony. Pure coincidence, he comforted himself and turned up the volume of the TV. He began picturing the lady reading the news in her underwear, and it was a delightful escape until another thought suddenly popped into his mind, which made him sit up straight and frown.

	Why did I just call myself Tony?

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 25

	 

	 

	The brisk night air enveloped Jack’s body, slowly rousing him from his slumber. The couch was freezing, too, and felt rock hard. Jack opened his eyes, but instead of the TV, he saw nothing but leaves and darkness. He pushed himself upward and then felt something sticking into his scalp. He recoiled and looked up. Jack studied the branch poking him from above for a second and then crawled out from underneath it. 

	He pushed himself up and studied the tree next to him, followed by the rest of the empty parking lot. Where am I? he thought while scratching his head where the low-hanging branch had struck. Jack began recognizing his surroundings. It was the parking lot at the back of the strip mall about ten minutes from his house. He shoved his hands in his pockets to retrieve his phone, but they were empty.

	“This is a dream,” he whispered and proceeded to do his test. His finger squashed against his palm but remained in place. “What the hell?”

	Not only did he realize it wasn’t a dream, but he also became acutely aware of the dull pain in his right thumb.

	Did I fall down? What happened?

	Jack made his way to the front of the strip mall. Even the massage parlor, which usually was the last to close, was locked up and dark. An eighteen-wheeler cruised past on John B White Sr Boulevard, and in the distance, a dog alerted its owners of the vehicle. The surroundings turned eerily quiet again as Jack made a left on Camelot Drive. Questions swirled in his mind, drifting in fear and uncertainty. Why was he lying under the tree? How long did he lie there? How did he get there? What time was it?

	Jack was walking back on autopilot, and before he knew it, he turned down Windy Rush Road and saw his house a few hundred yards out. It was easy to spot their house. Theirs was the only one with a police patrol car parked in the front. 

	“Shit,” Jack whispered as his heartbeat accelerated. The front door was open, and when Jack walked over the lawn, he could see the police officers standing with their backs toward the street.

	“Jackie!” Charlene yelled and shoved through the officers as she rushed to the front door. She threw her arms around him and burst into tears. “Thank God you’re safe. Where have you been?” As she pushed him away by the shoulders to inspect his body, Jack caught a whiff of her bourbon breath. “Are you alright?”

	The officers were both staring at them, displaying no emotion. 

	“I’m fine. I’m not hurt.”

	“Where have you been? Do you know what time it is?”

	Jack watched as the one officer clutched his walkie and informed the operator that ‘the boy’ had just returned safely. 

	“I don’t know what happened. I was watching television on the couch and then I woke up in a parking lot down at the Chinese place.” 

	An indistinct static reply emanated from the officer’s two-way radio. “Roger that,” the officer said.

	“The strip mall? What were you doing there?” Charlene asked.

	“I said I don’t know. I woke up under a tree minutes ago and then walked back here.”

	“You gave everyone quite a fright, Jack,” the police officer said as he approached. He leaned in and stared deep into Jack’s eyes. “Have you taken any substances tonight?”

	“Substances?” Jack whispered.

	“Alcohol, marijuana, meth, prescription meds?” He squinted, still studying Jack’s eyes. Charlene’s eyes bulged.

	“No. I swear.”

	“Are you hurt in any way?” the female officer asked from behind while the other one straightened his back.

	“No. I said I’m fine now.”

	“OK, we’ve seen enough. Let’s go,” he said and nodded to his partner. “In the future, when you decide to go for a stroll or do whatever you did, leave a note. Your poor mother was worried sick, and you wasted our time too. Goodnight, Mrs. Traeger,” he said, and both left.

	Jack scowled as they walked past. 

	“Thank you, officers. I’m so sorry about this.”

	They didn’t turn around. The man just waved over his shoulder before they got in the patrol car and left. 

	Charlene closed the front door. “You need to tell me exactly where you were and why you strolled in here looking like that at two a.m. on a weeknight?”

	Jack dropped his head and noticed the dirt stains on his shirt and legs for the first time. “Wait, two a.m.?”

	 

	
 

	Chapter 26

	 

	 

	Questions about the night before mulled in Jack’s mind as he waited on Doctor Chang’s couch. Charlene had dropped off Jack and left to go run her errands. Jenny from the front desk had led Jack into the consultation office and told him to wait for the doctor. Jack began chewing on his thumbnail while imagining how the next hour would unfold. How would Doctor Chang react to his episode last night? Would he be put on medication? Or would they, for the sake of his own safety and those of others, lock him up in a padded room and keep him heavily sedated for the rest of his life? 

	Jack pictured Arkham Asylum from the Gotham series he’d been watching recently. He saw himself frantically struggling to get out of his straitjacket while a maniac’s evil cackle echoed through the walls. Jack snapped out of it when he heard Doctor Chang’s voice outside of the door.

	“Yes. Will do. I’ll call you later. Bye.” Doctor Chang opened the door. “Good afternoon, Jack. Sorry for making you wait. I had an urgent call.” He buried his phone in his pocket.

	“Hello, Doctor,” Jack replied while remaining seated. Doctor Chang walked over to his desk and scuffled through the files. He walked back with a notepad and settled on the couch opposite Jack.

	“So, how are you today?”

	“Fine, I guess.”

	“Good. Because I was worried last night when the police called me up in the middle of the night.”

	Jack turned pale. Doctor Chang leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “They wanted to know if I had prescribed any drugs to you. I said no. Then they wanted to know what we did during our session, and that’s when I told them to go to hell. Doctor-patient confidentiality, you know?” he said and winked at Jack.

	Jack forced a smile. 

	“Care to tell me about last night?” He leaned back, crossed his legs, and positioned the pad on his knee. 

	“I’m not sure what happened. I was watching television, and then I woke up under a tree in the dark. I don’t recall anything in between.”

	“Interesting. Has this ever happened before?”

	“No. Never.”

	“Tell me everything you remember. From the time you left here yesterday until the moment you woke up under the tree. Or at least, whatever you recall.”

	Jack shared his afternoon and evening in chronological order while Doctor Chang nodded and took notes. He revealed everything. From his mother going to her meeting, Father O’Reilly’s visit, as well as the pretty news anchor he saw before he lost track of time. He felt comfortable sharing it all and somewhat relieved. There was something about Doctor Chang that he liked, which made it easy for him to open up.

	“AA? Good for her,” Doctor Chang said when Jack finished his story. “Now, I think I know the answer, but I have to ask anyway. And again, what you say will stay between us. Understood?”

	Jack nodded.

	“Did you drink any alcohol or consume any drugs?” 

	“No. I swear.”

	“That’s what I thought. I trust you. I just needed to ask the question anyway.” Doctor Chang scribbled on his pad. “And what did your mother say about all of this?”

	Jack remained quiet for a second as he reflected on his return home the night before. Her mood had gone from relieved to concerned to angry in mere minutes. Even the following day, she seemed distant. Although she had told Jack that she believed him, he could see that she had her doubts. And then there was the alcohol on her breath. Did she really go to an AA meeting? Maybe she had a drink after discovering her son was missing?

	“I don’t think she believes me. She probably thinks I sneaked out to hang out with friends. She even made me breathe in her face to smell if I had been drinking or smoking.” Jack shook his head.

	“Well, Jack. You can’t blame her. It’s just a natural reaction for a mother of a teenage boy.”

	“I know, Doc. It’s just… She knows that I’ve been struggling with, you know… this,” Jack said and knocked on his temple with his index finger. 

	“So, what do you think happened?”

	“Sleepwalking. I think I fell asleep, and then, somehow, I just left the house. Mom said she found the front door wide open when she arrived. I mean, that should tell her already that I didn’t sneak out. Who would sneak out but leave the lights and television on and the door wide open?”

	“After all the drama, when it all settled down and you went to your room, could you fall asleep again?”

	“Not at first. I had too many questions running through my mind, but then I did.”

	“Any dreams?”

	“None. That’s the strange part. That time under the tree, however long that was, and after in my bed was the best sleep I’ve had in weeks.”

	“Well, that’s good news then, isn’t it?” 

	Jack nodded. Doctor Chang rubbed his chin and stared at the wall. “To your knowledge, did your dad ever go through this? Did he make any mention of this in his journal?”

	“No. Not the parts I had read.”

	“Interesting. I bet you’re super curious to find out what happened, right?”

	Jack nodded.

	“So am I. So am I,” Doctor Chang said and got off the couch. He went back to his desk, put the pad down, and returned with a tablet. 

	“Jack, I told you I’m a little ‘different’ from other doctors, right?”

	“You did,” Jack said and smiled, sincerely this time. Doctor Chang was awesome. It felt more like Jack had found a new friend than a doctor. Someone he could trust and someone who wouldn’t call him ‘Jackoff,’ ‘shithead’, or ‘weirdo’ all the time. With Doctor Chang, Jack felt like he could just be himself without judgment. 

	“Well, one of the reasons why I consider myself different is because I’m not a big fan of rules. I like to do my own thing. Screw the others. As a teenager, I’m sure you know exactly how that feels, right?”

	Jack nodded with a grin.

	“You’re different too, but in a good way. You’re unique, Jack. You have no idea how special you are, but believe me, you are.” 

	Jack felt a warm sensation spreading through his body.  “And because of that, why should I follow the textbook? Why should I follow the rules based on the average? Applying the rules to an outlier, a truly remarkable outlier doesn’t make sense. Not from a scientific point of view, at least. That’s why I think we need to bend the rules a little bit. Especially for you.”

	Jack liked where this was going, but his brows pronounced confusion. 

	“What do you know about hypnosis, Jack?”

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 27

	 

	 

	Jack felt a cold cloud of anxiety replace the warm feeling of comfort he had earlier.  Doctor Chang kept his eyes firmly locked on Jack’s. He removed his glasses, slid them into his shirt’s pocket, and leaned onto his knees again.

	“So?”

	 “Look into my eyes. You’re getting sleeeeepy,” Jack said in a deep voice. Doctor Chang smiled. 

	“Kinda like that. Minus the swinging pocket watch, of course.” 

	Jack giggled. 

	“But on a serious note, I think we should try it. Normally, we need to go through many steps and only then consider options like hypnosis. But ‘normal,’ I believe, doesn’t apply to you.”

	“So, what will hypnosis do?”

	“The subconscious mind is a fascinating place, Jack. It’s a busy little bee. It records everything of every waking hour. Imagine those security cameras you see outside of people’s homes. Now, let’s say the owners go away for the weekend. When they return and everything is fine, they won’t bother watching the recordings. But those cameras were still recording, nonetheless. Let’s say, in a different scenario, they get back home and discover they’ve been burgled. In that case, they can go back and watch the recordings to investigate what happened. Your subconscious mind, in many ways, works the same way. Hypnosis is a way to rewind and watch those recordings while you were not there.”

	“And you think that through hypnosis, we’ll find out what happened last night?”

	“Perhaps. But it depends on you. You see, you need to be willing to be hypnotized. You need to give me the password to your computer so that I can find those recordings and replay them.”

	Jack frowned. “Mmm.”

	“Do you understand what I mean?”

	“I do. It’s just… What if something goes wrong? What if I never wake up, or I become a vegetable or something.”

	Doctor Chang chuckled. “This isn’t a movie, Jack. Hypnosis is perfectly safe within a controlled environment like this one. You do trust me, don’t you?”

	“Yeah, I do,” Jack said and remained quiet for a second. “OK, how do we do this?”

	“Excellent. Well, this part will be like the movies. I want you to lean back and get comfortable. After, I will explain step by step how to proceed.”

	Jack breathed out and sank back into the couch. 

	 

	***

	 

	After an extended moment of silence, Doctor Chang observed Jack’s eyeballs bobbing behind his closed eyelids. Doctor Chang lifted the tablet, pressed the record button, and zoomed in until Jack’s head and torso filled the screen.

	“Can you hear me, Jack?” Doctor Chang said in a soft, calming tone.

	“Yes.”

	“Good. How do you feel?”

	“I feel… calm.”

	“Wonderful. Jack, I want you to go back to last night. I want you to revisit the moment when you sat back on the couch. The last bit before you left the house.”

	Jack remained silent.

	“Tell me how you feel.”

	“I feel scared.”

	“Why are you scared, Jack?”

	“Father O’Reilly. And the black van.”

	Doctor Chang frowned. “What about the black van?” He darted his eyes down and centered Jack on the screen. 

	“It was there before. It was parked out on the other side of the street when Mom left. But when Father O’Reilly came back, the van was gone. I’ve never seen that van before. It was strange.”

	Doctor Chang clenched his teeth and shook his head. “And what about Father O’Reilly? Why did he scare you?”

	Jack frowned while his eyes rapidly bounced under his lids. “I’ve been seeing him in my dreams. He’s a bad man. He wants to kill me.”

	“Did Father O’Reilly ever cause you any harm in real life?” 

	Jack remained silent. 

	“You can trust me, Jack. You’re in a safe space.”

	“No, he didn’t. But I don’t like him. I don’t trust him. Him and Dad talked…”

	“But the Father O’Reilly in your dreams is different, right? Tell me more about him.”

	“He’s a bad man. He has a hatchet. He wants to kill me. Every time. I can’t fight him.”

	Jack shook his head and moaned. 

	“It’s OK, Jack. You’re here with me. He can’t harm you. Nothing can harm you now. Take a deep breath and exhale.”

	Jack’s frown relaxed as he exhaled. Doctor Chang waited a moment before he continued.

	“Father O’Reilly left. You’re safe now on the couch in front of the TV. Tell me how you feel and what you see.”

	“The hot lady with the nice boobies is reading the news. But I’m not listening. I’m thinking about the priest and the van. Tony.”

	Doctor Chang frowned. “Who’s Tony?”

	“Need to close my eyes. Just for a second.”

	“What happens next?”

	Jack remained quiet.

	“Who’s Tony?”

	Jack began convulsing. Shaking back and forth while moaning. 

	“Relax, Jack. You’re safe. You’re with me. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

	Jack relaxed and remained quiet. 

	“Jack?” Doctor Chang said but received no response. “Jack? Where are you now?”

	Jack’s countenance remained impassive. 

	“Jack?”

	“Jack is not here anymore.”

	Doctor Chang frowned. “Where is he?”

	“Sleeping.”

	“Are you the priest?”

	“No.” Jack paused for a brief moment. “I am who I am.”

	“And who are you?”

	“I’m the enemy.”

	Doctor Chang paused for a second and tried to recalibrate. “Jack’s enemy?”

	“No. Yours.”

	“Why do you see me as your enemy?”

	Jack opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. He didn’t blink for a while. Then he slowly lowered his eyes and locked his dead gaze on Doctor Chang.

	“Because just like his dad, you’re pushing him into places where he shouldn’t go.”

	Doctor Chang didn’t flinch and didn’t break the stare. He realigned his thoughts and prepared his next question, combined with the calm tone he wanted to express.

	“And where is that? Where don’t you want us to go?”

	“You fucking know exactly what I’m talking about, shrink.”

	Doctor Chang was the first to blink. “OK. Can you tell me where you took Jack last night and why?”

	“I don’t control him. I only try to protect him.”

	Doctor Chang saw his next move and took it. “Tony, is it?”

	Jack remained quiet. 

	“If it’s your job to protect him, why did you let him wander out in the middle of the night? He could’ve gotten seriously hurt, you know?”

	Jack closed his eyes and began shaking his head. “Stay away from us. I’m warning you.” He began to mumble incoherently while his head bounced from left to right. Then his fists clenched, and the muscles in his cheeks stiffened. 

	“Take a deep breath, Jack. You’re in a safe space,” Doctor Chang said, but Jack didn’t comply. Instead, he began violently bouncing his head off the back of the couch. “Jack, follow my voice. Return to your safe space. I’m waiting for you. Everything will be fine. Focus on my voice. Listen to my words.” Doctor Chang continued with the waking protocol. Jack became responsive, and his body began relaxing. 

	While in a more relaxed state, Doctor Chang continued giving Jack directions. Finally, Jack opened his eyes. Doctor Chang placed the tablet on the table and stood up.

	“Ugh. My mouth is dry,” Jack said and grimaced. 

	Doctor Chang walked over to the mini fridge and retrieved a small bottle of water. “Welcome back, Jack?” Doctor Chang handed the bottle to him. Jack screwed off the top and took a few big gulps. 

	“Did it work? I don’t remember a thing. I think I must’ve fallen asleep.”

	“No, it worked.”

	“At the start, it almost felt like your relaxation technique. But I remember everything from that exercise,” Jack lied convincingly. “So? What happened? Did I say or do anything stupid?”

	Doctor Chang smiled. “No, don’t worry. The good news is that you just went for a little walk.”

	Jack raised his brow. “And the bad news?”

	“No bad news! There is, however, ‘not-so-good’ news,” Doctor Chang said while miming the quotation marks in the air. “We still don’t know why you went for a walk. But that’s what you and I will figure out together.” Jack remained quiet.

	Doctor Chang put on his glasses. “Will you excuse me for just a second? I need to make a call. I received an urgent message while you were under, and I didn’t want to leave you hanging. I was scared that you might turn into a chicken while I was gone.” Jack chuckled as Doctor Chang stood up and left the room with his phone and tablet. 



	




	 

	Chapter 28

	 

	 

	Jack's sleep had significantly improved since his most recent session with Doctor Chang. It had been almost a week of no nightmares, insomnia, or sleepwalking. His mother insisted on camping out in his room on the inflatable mattress at night in case he experienced another episode. Jack refused. He would rather sleepwalk, fall down the stairs, and die than face the humiliation of having Mommy sleep in his room to protect him. But even though it’d been almost a week without an incident, Charlene hadn’t taken off her kid gloves yet.  

	Jack stared out the car window at the passing houses while the streetlights illuminated his face intermittently. Charlene’s eighties music was blaring through the speakers, amplifying Jack’s annoyance levels even more. He turned his head toward her and sighed.

	“I really don’t think this is necessary, Mom,” he moaned. 

	“Well, it was either this or Ms. Baley. But you said you’re too old to have a babysitter. I certainly don’t want you hanging out at our support group. So…”

	“But I’m fine now. The sleepwalking was a once-off. I can take care of myself.”

	“I’m sure you can. But we don’t want to be taking any chances now,” Charlene said, darting her attention toward Jack’s angry eyes. “Besides, I think it’ll be good for the two of you. You’ve been friends forever, and lately, it seems to me that your friendship took a knock because of… you know?”

	“Because I’m going crazy?”

	“I didn’t mean that, Jack. Here we go,” Charlene said as she steered into the McBride’s driveway. “I’ll try to be back in about an hour, OK?”

	Jack nodded and opened the door with reluctance. 

	Charlene smiled and hollered, “Aren’t you going to give Mommy a kissy-kiss?” Jack scoffed and slammed the door shut. Charlene giggled and reversed out of the driveway. 

	Before Jack could ring the bell, Lestor opened the front door. 

	“What’s up, shitstick?”

	“Language, Lestor!” Lestor’s mom yelled from the back. Lestor rolled his eyes, stepped aside, and beckoned Jack to enter. Lestor's mother emerged from the living room, wearing a white evening gown with her hair tied back. Even without her make-up, Jack found her to be a strikingly beautiful lady. Sadly, her beauty was the bane of Lestor’s existence. At school, the boys referred to her as ‘Lestor’s MILF.’ Jack greeted Lestor and his mother and walked in with lowered eyes.

	“Did you have dinner already, Jack? We had meatloaf, but there’s still plenty of leftovers if you’re hungry. That is if someone didn’t sneak into the kitchen and finish it all,” she said and jabbed Lestor with her elbow. 

	“Jesus, Mom,” Lestor whispered.

	“I told you, mind your language, Lestor,” she said, then craned her neck to look over her shoulder at Lestor’s dad, Peter. He was planted firmly in his recliner, still with his coveralls on and a beer glued to his hand. “Honey, aren’t you gonna say hello to Jack?” 

	“Hey, Jack,” Peter called out without moving his gaze from the television. 

	“Let’s get out of here,” Lestor said and nudged Jack toward the staircase. 

	“Have fun, boys,” the MILF yodeled. 

	The boys entered and Lestor slammed the door shut. “Jesus, she’s too much. Too much, I’m telling you.”

	Jack just smiled.

	“It’s not even a joke, dude. She made this amazing meatloaf and cooked up a ton of fries, and once I started eating, she made comments about my weight. Well, if you want me to lose weight, make me a goddamn salad instead, woman. How about that?”

	Jack laughed. He had missed Lestor’s banter. But just like his dad mentioned in his journal, Jack, too, felt removed from people over the last few weeks. He felt as if he had nothing in common with them and that his presence was a drag to them.

	Lestor fell backward on his bed and switched on his wall-mounted flat screen. Jack pushed Lestor’s clothes to the side and made himself comfortable on the sofa. 

	“I suppose I’m not the only one with mommy issues these days,” Lestor said while flipping through the channels. “Seeing that your mommy organized this playdate for you.”

	Had it been anybody else, Jack would’ve seen it as an insult. Lestor's body was a factory for sarcasm, sweat, and swearing, with all three fighting for the top spot. Jack just grinned. “Yeah. Where would we be without our mommies, right?”

	“I can’t wait to get the hell out of here, man. Soon,” Lestor said and shook his head. Jack watched him as he continued flipping through the channels. Lestor’s eyes were glued to the television, but his mind seemed far beyond the confines of the room. 

	“Do you have any plans for the weekend?” Jack asked, trying to break the awkward silence.

	“Not really. Few of us are going down to Andrew’s Farm Park. I don’t know if you’ve heard this, but Kevin got a fake ID. We’re gonna have a few beers down there. You’re welcome to join.”

	“Yeah, I heard about that. Sounds like fun. Perhaps I’ll join.”

	“Perhaps?” Lestor put the remote down and turned toward Jack. “Man, let’s stop pussyfooting around. What’s going on? We heard rumors of cops showing up at your house in the middle of the night. You sneaking out and shit. What’s going on? You on drugs or something?”

	Jack knew it wouldn’t take Lestor long to grab him by the neck and squeeze the truth out of him. There was no way out. Fortunately, Doctor Chang had conditioned him to embrace his feelings and trust his intuition. Sadly, the strongest feeling Jack had embraced over the last two weeks was still the desire for societal seclusion. But at that point, Jack experienced a calmness about coming clean to his oldest and dearest friend. Even if Lestor couldn’t keep secrets, Jack still felt confident enough to roll the dice, regardless of the outcome.

	Jack took a deep breath and sunk back into the sofa. “I’m sorry, Lestor. I’ve not been myself lately, I know. But drugs had nothing to do with it. I want to tell you what happened, but you must swear that you won’t tell a single soul what I’m about to tell you.”

	Lestor’s eyes widened, and he nodded. Jack knew there was a risk that Lestor would spill the beans to Kevin the next day at school. Or possibly even call him after Jack had left. But that didn’t matter. The desire to share overwhelmed his sense of shame. Jack began telling the story of his dad’s journal and his experimentation with lucid dreaming.

	Lestor listened attentively, uncharacteristically refraining from interrupting. After Jack had finished, Lestor remained quiet for a moment and then broke the silence, shaking his head. “That’s insane. I mean, not like you’re crazy insane,” Lestor corrected himself. “I mean, it’s like something out of a movie. Insane.” 

	“Yup, it’s quite… surreal.”

	“So, what now? You’re seeing the psych, right? Is it helping? Are you on meds?”

	“Yeah, I’m seeing him, but no meds. I think it’s helping, though. I’ve been sleeping like a baby since last week. Best sleep in like, forever. But there’s still something weird happening. As if something inside me is changing. I think the lucid experiments went wrong somehow.”

	Lestor shook his head while staring at the carpet. “Insane,” he whispered.

	“Yup.”

	“O’Reilly with one eye and a hatchet. Are you kidding me? I mean, that pedo creeps me out as is. But to see him like he appeared in your dreams? I’d shit myself.”

	Jack snickered, but silence ensued again. Lestor was still staring at the carpet and seemed completely lost in his own thoughts. Then his face lit up. “Who did you bang?”

	“What?”

	“Who did you have sex with? In your dreams?”

	“Nobody.”

	“You mean to tell me that you have the power to control your dreams, to fly, to build your own world, to be a god, yet you didn’t think about smashing some snatch?”

	Jack burst out laughing, but Lestor’s face remained serious. “No. Like, it all went downhill before I could even think of doing that.”

	Lestor shook his head and returned his attention to the television. “Gay.”

	 

	***

	 

	Jack and Lestor went outside after Jack received the ‘five minutes away’ message from his mom. The boys were bursting with exuberance, punctuated by banter and sporadic play-punching as they killed time in the dark driveway. It felt like the good old days, and Jack embraced the new hope growing inside him. He felt included, loved, and, most importantly, forgiven. He had dreaded coming over that night and despised his mom for forcing him to do so. But then, as they were fooling around in the driveway, Jack felt gratitude towards both Lestor and his mother. 

	Everything is gonna be alright, he thought as the Honda parked outside the McBride residence. 

	The boys fist-bumped, and Jack got in the car. He greeted his mom but kept his focus on Lestor, who was still standing in the same spot, waving like a child. After clicking in his safety belt, Jack turned his attention toward his mom to share some of Lestor’s stories. But when he saw her face, her eyes betraying a deep-seated concern, he knew that something was off. 

	“Mom? Are you OK?” Jack asked.

	“Yes. I am.”

	“You don’t look OK,” Jack said and tried to get a whiff of her breath without being detected. He couldn’t smell any alcohol. Something else was wrong.

	“I’m just a little shook by something I heard after the meeting.”

	“And? Are you going to tell me?”

	“I don’t know if I should, Jackie. I don’t want to plant any bad seeds before bedtime.”

	Jack frowned and slammed his head against the headrest. “For God’s sake, Mom, would you take off the kiddie gloves already? I’m fine.”

	Charlene remained quiet with her eyes fixed on the road. 

	“You’re already freaking me out,” he said and began staring her down. 

	Charlene closed her eyes briefly and pursed her lips. “We were having coffee. Well, they were. I just had water. But we were standing there making small talk when one of the gentlemen approached me out of the blue. He told me to be safe out on the road tonight. It was the first time I’d seen him there. I think he might be homeless, or at least that’s what his clothes suggested.”

	Jack listened attentively but also wished that she could get to the damn point. Why do adults always have to drag everything out?

	“He told us that his friend was found dead last week. He was strangled to death.” Charlene paused when her voice started cracking.

	Jack squinted. He hadn’t heard anything about anybody being murdered. Then again, if he was a homeless drifter, it would make sense why his death wouldn’t be broadcast. Nobody cared about dead homeless people. “Fewer mouths for the government to feed” is what most people in Spartanburg would say. 

	“He was found close to our house, Jackie. In a ditch on the side of John B Boulevard,” she said, sniffed, and dragged the back of her hand over her nose. Jack’s eyes widened. “It was the same night you disappeared, Jackie,” she said through her sobs. 

	Jack’s stomach sank, and he turned his widened eyes to the front. 

	“It could’ve been you, Jackie,” Charlene said, her wavering voice sending shockwaves through Jack’s body. 

	He remained quiet, staring out into the darkness beyond the headlights. 

	“That’s all I can think of. The murderer could’ve strangled you too. Oh God. I can’t lose you, too, Jackie. I just can’t,” she cried. 

	“I’m fine, Mom. Don’t think like that,” Jack heard himself saying from deep within his own thoughts. In his lap, he slowly pinched his left hand, trying to detect if the injury he sustained that evening had healed completely. 



	




	 

	Chapter 29

	 

	 

	Charlene had not returned from work yet when Jack arrived home from school. After dumping his bag in the hallway, he went to the fridge, drank juice straight from the carton, slammed the door shut, and slumbered into the living room. He fell on the couch and turned on the TV, although he had no intention of watching anything; he was simply too tired.

	Jack spent the first part of the previous night high on adrenalin. He was tossing and turning, trying to get the self-made movies out of his head of him strangling the poor homeless man. He knew he was incapable of committing such a heinous crime. It didn’t seem that his mother suspected him of doing it either. But the police knew about his disappearance that night. It would only be a matter of time before they lined up the two events and turned him into suspect number one.

	The couch was sucking Jack in. He could feel his eyes getting heavier, but he fought the fatigue for a little while longer. Finally, Jack lost the battle, closed his eyes, and was gone within seconds.

	The doorbell rang, tugging him to the waken world instantly. His mind took a second to recalibrate, then the bell rang again. 

	“Coming!” Jack yelled and rubbed his eyes as he got off the couch. Probably Lestor, he thought. When Jack flung the door open, his blood turned to ice.

	It was the Magnum PI police officer and his partner from the night when his mother burned the journal.

	“Hey, Jack. May we come in?” the man with the thick black mustache asked as he removed his aviators. Jack felt his body go into autopilot as if he were watching himself act from outside. He nodded and stepped aside. 

	“Is your mother home?”

	“No. She’s at work,” Jack replied.

	The two officers exchanged glances briefly, and the partner nodded before Magnum spoke. “Jack, why don’t we take a seat?”

	Jack turned off the TV, and all three sat down. Jack’s eye caught Magnum’s real name on his gold-plated tag while he removed a tiny notebook and pen from his shirt pocket. J Ambrosino. 

	“Jack, I’ll get right to the point. Ideally, your mother would be here too, but I think you’re old enough to answer a few questions without adult supervision, right?”

	Jack crossed his arms to hide his trembling hands. “Sure, how can I help you?” 

	“Are you aware of the murder that took place on John B Boulevard?”

	Jack nodded. “My mother told me last night. She said someone at her meeting told her about a man who was strangled. A homeless man.” Jack swallowed hard, the interior of his mouth turning to paper.

	“What meeting?” Magnum asked while jotting down some notes.

	“AA.”

	“That’s good news. And how are things between you two now?”

	“Great. She’s doing fine.”

	“I see. And do you know anything else about the incident? Did you perhaps hear other people talk about it?”

	“No,” Jack answered immediately while shaking his head. 

	Magnum stopped scribbling and locked his eyes on Jack. “The night of your little midnight stroll last week. Did you happen to see anything strange?”

	Jack frowned. “No, officer. Like I told you, I don’t remember a thing.”

	The two officers glanced at each other briefly. 

	“You can ask Doctor Chang. He put me under hypnosis, and he said that I just walked out and went to sleep again under the tree.”

	“We saw you on CCTV,” Ambrosino said in a low tone. Jack’s heart began pounding in his head. In his mind, he saw the officer standing up and taking out his cuffs while the other one pointed his pistol at him. He would start reading Jack’s rights and cuff him just as his mother walked in through the door. 

	Jack snapped back to reality but remained quiet.

	“We were trying to find camera footage of the incident and the deceased, but it took place in a blank spot. Or at least his body was recovered beyond the reach of the cameras. We did see you strolling around the back of the strip mall, though.”

	Jack was still unable to move or speak. The officer’s mustache curled upward. “Don’t worry, Jack. We know you didn’t do it.”

	Relief unlike any Jack had felt before washed over him. He felt the tension ease from his back as he slouched into the couch. 

	“We just needed to come by and verify that you didn’t see anything suspicious. We thought perhaps you could recall something more about that night, anything that could help us track the murder.”

	“Sorry, Officer. I really don’t remember anything. I was on the couch and then under the tree.”

	“I would be careful going out strolling at night if I were you. Whoever did this is still out there. Do you still have the number I gave you?”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“Good. We’ll file your responses, and hopefully, that’ll be the last of it,” Ambrosino said. They stood up from the couch in unison. “If any other detectives or officers come here, the number, OK?”

	Jack agreed and walked the officers out. He stood there as they drove off, and then he noticed Ms. Baley’s living room curtain drawing close. As per usual, the old lady from across the road didn’t have much to do except spy on her neighbors. Jack wondered what she was thinking. It was the third time the police had been at the Traeger house within the space of a month. Any neighbor would be suspicious of these appearances, let alone Grace Bailey. He smiled and closed the door. 

	Jack barely sat down when the bell rang again. He scanned the couch where the police officers sat to see if they had forgotten anything but found nothing. Jack frowned and made his way to the front door.

	“Afternoon, Jack,” Doctor Chang said when Jack opened the door.


 

	Chapter 30

	 

	 

	Doctor Chang wasn’t wearing his usual office attire. Instead, he wore what seemed to Jack like clown pants and a polo shirt. Jack scratched his head. “I’m sorry, Doctor. I thought I was only seeing you at five. Did I mess it up and miss our appointment? 

	Doctor Chang smiled. “No, Jack. I was just passing through on my way back from Carolina Country Club. I thought I’d swing by and offer you a ride. Perhaps I could spare your busy mother at least one commute, you know?” 

	“Thanks. She’ll be back from work soon. Come inside. Do you want juice?”

	“I need something stronger, especially after my round of disgraceful golf,” Doctor Chang said as he stepped into the house. 

	“I can pour you some of mom’s bourbon. I’m sure she has an emergency bottle stashed around her somewhere.”

	Doctor Chang lifted his palms. “No need for that. I was just kidding. Juice sounds great.”

	He sat down while Jack went to the kitchen. Jack took the box of juice he had drank from earlier and realized that there was only enough left for one glass. He poured Doctor Chang a glass and put the empty box back in the fridge.

	“You’re not having any?” Doctor Chang asked when Jack handed him the glass.

	“I just had some a minute ago,” he said and watched Doctor Chang gulp down half of the glass.

	“How have you been since I last saw you, Jack?” Doctor Chang said, cradling the glass with both hands in his lap. 

	“Fine. I think I caught up with my sleep again. But last night... Last night was hard.”

	“Did you walk again?”

	“No, not that I’m aware of. I just struggled to sleep.”

	Doctor Chang nodded. “Do you think it had something to do with the murder down at the boulevard?”

	Jack’s eyes bulged. “How did you know about that?”

	The doctor smiled and took another sip of his juice. “Can you keep another secret?”

	“Of course,” Jack said and leaned forward. 

	“I’m psychic, Jack,” Doctor Chang said with a straight face.

	“What? Are you serious?”

	Doctor Chang burst out laughing. “No! Of course not! I’m just messing with you.”

	“Ha, ha,” Jack said slowly and fell back onto the couch. 

	The doctor stopped smirking and cleared his throat. “No, seriously. I got a call yesterday morning from the police. They asked more questions about you and your midnight excursion. Sadly, I had to break a little of our confidentiality agreement, but I reassured them that you wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

	“Thanks,” Jack mumbled.

	“I saw them pull out of your driveway as I came down the road just now. Is everything alright?”

	“Yeah, they asked me a couple of questions. They also said they knew I had nothing to do with the murder. Which was a huge relief.” 

	“You don’t seem relieved.”

	Jack sighed. “It just bothers me, you know? Sometimes, you see it on the news. Someone gets pardoned after years in prison when they realize that the guy didn’t do it. That could be me.”

	“True. But remember that technology and law proceedings have changed a lot over the years. Wrongful convictions don’t happen as often as they used to.”

	“Not as often. But they still do, don’t they?”

	Both remained quiet for a moment. Doctor Chang finished his juice, leaned over, and slid the empty glass onto the coffee table. “I’m glad it’s just the two of us here. I think this could play in our favor.”

	“What do you mean?” Jack said with a squint.

	“Maybe I can explain it by means of an analogy. Do you like football?”

	“I don’t play it. But I watch it from time to time.”

	“Good. Now, if I were a football coach, we could sit in the locker room, and I could explain our game plays to you. You would still get a good understanding of what I want you to do, but it would be much more efficient if I explained it to you on the pitch and pointed out where you need to go and what you need to do.”

	“Uhm. OK. But I don’t get how that is connected to therapy.”

	“The two of us talking in my office are like the coach and the player in the locker room. You and me talking in your house is like the player and coach going out on the pitch. Do you remember I told you that your subconscious mind records everything? Well, I believe we can use that to our advantage. My presence here reduces the space of separation between the practice and your home. It brings the realm of therapy closer to where you need it most: in your house and your room. That’s where you dream, and that’s where you need my help.”

	Jack nodded. It made complete sense, but Jack still felt uneasy. When he entered Greener Pastures, it was like his mind was geared toward facing what came next. The idea of Doctor Chang just appearing out of the blue and dropping an unannounced therapy bomb on him made him nervous. 

	“If it’s alright by you, would you mind showing me around the house? And your room specifically?”

	Jack blushed. He hadn’t been in his room since he returned from school and had no idea in what state he had left his room that morning. He considered that his mom had cleaned up after him, but she seldom did.

	Jack agreed against his will and then took Doctor Chang on a tour of the house. For the most part, Doctor Chang remained quiet and only asked a few questions about the family photos in the living room and dining area. Jack dreaded every step going up the staircase, but Doctor Chang broke some of the tension.

	“This is quite a steep staircase, Jack. If you decide to wander around at night again, you might want to keep your eyes open for this part.” 

	“I’ll try my best,” Jack replied and uttered a nervous chuckle.

	Jack felt relieved when they entered his room. The bed was made up and the floor was tidy. It seems that Charlene did make her rounds before going to work this morning. Thanks, Mom, Jack thought as they entered the room. Doctor Chang put his hands on his hips and studied the interior like an art aficionado in a gallery. 

	“I’m impressed, Jack. Your room is much tidier than I had imagined.”

	“Thanks,” Jack replied and saw himself high-fiving his mom in his mind’s eye later that evening. 

	“It doesn’t really look like the type of place where hatchet-wielding priests would hang out,” Doctor Chang said and turned around. “OK, I’ve seen enough. Let’s go back downstairs.” But Doctor Chang stopped in his tracks when he got to the door. He reached out and slowly pulled the door shut. Jack stared at the back of Doctor Chang’s head as they both stood quietly in the closed room. 

	“Iron Man,” Doctor Chang whispered. 

	“Yeah, that’s right,” Jack replied uncomfortably. Doctor Chang remained quiet and motionless for a few seconds, then opened the door again. Without saying another word, they left the room and walked downstairs. 

	Charlene stood at the bottom of the stairs, staring up with her eyes wide open. 

	
 

	Chapter 31

	 

	 

	Jack had never set foot in a Mercedes S-Class before. It felt as if they were floating down a tranquil river in an extravagant yacht rather than driving down the streets of Spartanburg. Soft classical music contributed to the opulent ambiance of Jack’s most luxurious ride to date. He glanced over at Doctor Chang briefly. He’d been uncharacteristically quiet since they left the house. Doctor Chang glanced at the mirror, adjusted his aviator sunglasses, and sighed.

	“I sense your mom isn’t too happy about my surprise visit. That stare she gave me when we came downstairs sent shivers up my spine,” Doctor Chang said and pretended to shudder. 

	Jack smiled. “She was just caught off guard. We don’t get a lot of visitors these days.”

	“I probably should have called first.”

	Both remained quiet for a while as the mesmerizing sounds from the violins and pan flutes flowed over the black leather cladding.

	“How did you know where we live?”

	Doctor Chang looked at the dashboard briefly before answering. “Uhm, I called Jenny to check your records when I left the country club.” 

	Jack nodded and turned his attention to the other cars on the road. He was hoping to spot someone he knew and wave to ensure they saw him in the car. At school, he’d lie and tell them that a rich relative came to town and was driving him around like his own personal limo driver. 

	“Do you think your mother is protective of you? Sometimes even over-protective?”

	Jack furrowed his brows. He didn’t expect the small talk to turn into a therapy session. He had hoped that they would only get down to the hard stuff once they were in the consultation room and that he could just sit back, chill, and enjoy the ride in his new friend’s fancy car.

	“Not really. I mean, since she discovered the journal, yes. But before that, not so much.” Jack paused for a second. “Before, she didn’t seem to care about me at all.”

	Doctor Chang remained quiet with his eyes fixed on the road.

	“She’s trying, at least,” Jack said and sighed. 

	“I bet you’re looking forward to finishing high school. To get out of there and spread your wings.”

	A memory of Lestor from the night before appeared in Jack’s mind, which made him smile. “Not as much as Lestor, I suppose.” Jack thought for a second. “I might just stay here for a while after school. Get myself a job, take it easy and then figure out what I want to do with the rest of my life.” 

	Again, Doctor Chang remained quiet.

	“I think she needs me. I’m all she has left. Maybe if she gets off the bottle for good, it’ll be easier for me to leave the house.”

	“Here we go,” Doctor Chang said as the car coasted to a halt. “Go wait for me in the office. I’m gonna park at the back and make a quick call. I’ll be with you real soon.”

	Jack rose from the purring vehicle. “Thanks for the ride,” Jack said and closed the passenger door with care. 

	 

	***

	 

	Jack was back in his usual position on Doctor Chang’s couch, but he didn’t feel as comfortable as he did before. Ever since they left Jack’s house, Doctor Chang was different. He wasn’t fooling around, making jokes, and being as badass as he was before. He was serious and solemn but, at times, also seemed distant and distracted. He was now more like how Jack had imagined a psychiatrist would be. 

	After entering the office, Doctor Chang went straight to his desk and began punching away at his keyboard. Jack took out his phone and began scrolling. The waiting felt like an eternity to him.

	“OK. That’s taken care of then,” Doctor Chang said when he finally got up from his desk. He walked over to Jack and handed him a blank sheet of paper and a pen. “I want you to write something on that piece of paper.”

	Jack curled forward and prepared the pen and paper on the oak coffee table in front of the couch. He waited for instructions, but the doctor remained quiet. Jack looked up from the paper.

	“I am not afraid of myself.”

	Jack frowned. “What?”

	“Write it down. I am not afraid of myself.”

	Jack shook his head but followed Doctor Chang’s instructions.

	“Read it back to me,” Doctor Chang instructed.

	“I am not afraid of myself.”

	“Again.”

	Jack repeated the sentence, thinking about how weird it was. This wasn’t a fun hang out session anymore. This was therapy. Jack didn’t like it.

	“What does that mean to you, Jack?”

	I am not afraid of myself, Jack said sub-vocally and continued staring at the piece of paper. What did Doctor Chang expect him to answer? It was a stupid question. Jack felt his cheeks heating up. 

	“That I shouldn’t be afraid of myself?”

	Doctor Chang shook his head, folded his glasses, and placed them on the side table. “No, Jack. When you say I shouldn’t be afraid of myself, you’re making a suggestion. Clearly, that isn’t what the sentence is about. The sentence states a fact. It’s not a suggestion.”

	Jack shrugged. His face felt like an inferno. 

	“Let’s park it there for a second. Let me ask you another question, and you need to be completely honest with me.” 

	Jack nodded, still clutching the paper with both hands.

	“Did you ever refer to yourself in your mind, out loud, or even in a dream as ‘Tony’?”

	Jack’s eyes widened. His mind raced back to the evening on the couch. Just before he fell asleep and left the house. Coincidence, Tony. Pure coincidence. But he never disclosed this part to Dr. Chang at the risk of sounding like a psycho that must be locked up immediately.

	How did he…Ah… Hypnosis. Jack nodded slowly.

	“Tell me about it.”

	Jack proceeded to tell him about how dumbstruck he was when Father O’Reilly arrived, and how when he tried to comfort himself after, he accidentally called himself Tony in his thoughts. 

	Doctor Chang nodded, wearing a self-satisfied grin. “Good. I haven’t lost my touch.”

	At that point, Jack didn’t recognize Doctor Chang anymore. It was as if his friend was possessed by the spirit of Freud or one of the other nutjob shrinks whose names he couldn’t remember. Jack darted his eyes back to the paper.

	“I want you to put down the paper and listen to me. This is very important,” Doctor Chang said as he stood up from the couch. Jack placed the sheet on the table and leaned back on the couch. After handing Jack a small bottle of water, Doctor Chang returned to his seat, took a gulp of water, and cleared his throat. “I had a chat with Tony during our hypnosis session.”

	“What?”

	“Yes, you began referring to yourself as Tony.”

	Embarrassment started pinning Jack down. Have I officially gone crazy? Jack remained motionless.

	“Tony called himself your protector. It’s fascinating, Jack, and it’s nothing to be ashamed of. As I told you before, you’re special. Your mind is a magnificent place, but it can do strange things to protect you. In your case, your subconscious mind devised a plan to save you from harm. It manifested a fictitious character to protect you, Jack.”

	“Protect me from what?”

	“Yourself.”

	Doctor Chang’s smug smile revealed the joy he felt from bathing in his own vindication. Jack felt confused, embarrassed, and annoyed. 

	“What do you mean by that? I’m not suicidal, you know?”

	“I didn’t suggest that. But  ‘Tony’”—Doctor Chang mimed finger quotation marks—“might inadvertently cause just as much harm.”Jack shook his head in silence. He was completely lost. 

	
 

	Chapter 32

	 

	 

	Jack also didn’t appreciate Doctor Chang’s long pauses. Or his awkward, long stares after making a point. Or the stupid questions with no straight answers. Jack hated being there. Yet, he found himself unable to leave. Bounded by curiosity, Jack remained on the couch, trying his best to control his emotions.

	“It all made sense to me when I visited your room, Jack. What’s Iron Man’s real name.”

	“Tony Stark.”

	“Correct. See the connection?”

	“No. Because I never had a dream about Iron Man. Not that I remember anyway.”

	“And do you find Iron Man to be an intimidating character?”

	“No. Not at all.”

	“How about Father O’Reilly? In real life, I mean.”

	Jack looked away for a second, then nodded. “Yeah. Like, I’m not afraid of him or anything. I just don’t like being around him.”

	“Did he ever do something inappropriate to you? Hurt you in any way?”

	“No. Never. Also…” Jack paused.

	“Go ahead.”

	Jack shook his head. “I never liked him. And recently I recalled him being one of the last people to see Dad in the driveway before he left.”

	“Interesting. Do you recall their conversation?”

	“No. I was too young to remember.”

	Doctor Chang nodded and did one of his prolonged stares again. This time with squinted eyes. 

	“Lucid dreaming, Jack, is a harmless exercise, and sometimes, it can be very therapeutic. People from all over the world are practicing lucid dreaming these days, and they only have good things to say about it. As you know from your dad’s experience, lucid dreaming is sometimes used to treat patients with PTSD. By manipulating the dream, the brain finds new ways to repair and solve the broken emotional equation it’s struggling with.”

	Jack took his gap and interrupted Doctor Chang’s monologue. “Well, it seems it wasn’t very helpful to my dad. And it certainly wasn’t therapeutic for me either.”

	Doctor Chang nodded. “You’re different, Jack. Unique. But let’s get back to Tony.” He took another sip of water and readjusted himself on the couch.

	“Subconsciously, you knew that your dad never fully recovered from his trauma. Yet, you were so caught up in the journal that part of you hoped it had a happy ending. Although, in reality, you knew it didn’t pan out that way. Your hope morphed into belief, and belief is a powerful thing. Like I said many times before, your subconscious mind records everything. So, while you were beginning to scratch the surface of lucid dreaming, your mind became concerned that you might inadvertently trigger something that might cause you to end up like your dad. It then created the evil priest to prevent you from continuing your exploration. It’s a protection protocol your mind is following. Let’s call him a guard at the gateway to your subconscious mind.”

	Jack began shaking his head before Doctor Chang could finish.

	“No. It still doesn’t make sense. What does O’Reilly have to do with Tony Stark?”

	“I believe that Tony emerged a long time ago but remained hidden. He was doing his own type of protective services behind closed curtains.”

	“I don’t get it.”

	“Jack, have you ever heard of dissociative identity disorder, more commonly known to the public as multiple personality disorder or split personality?”

	Jack’s blood turned to ice. No. It can’t be. The first thing that popped into his mind was the movie Split, which he had watched with Lestor. He was nothing like that freak from the M. Night Shyamalan movie.

	“No. Impossible,” Jack said as his breathing accelerated. 

	“I want you to take a deep breath, Jack. Go on, do it now.”

	Jack did as instructed, but it didn’t help. His heart was pounding in his ears, and the light in the room had suddenly turned brighter.

	“That’s it. Slowly. In again, and out. Slowly.”

	Jack continued the exercise while Doctor Chang remained quiet for a while. His vision normalized, and his heart began sinking back to its original position.

	“That’s it. Wonderful.” 

	Jack gave him a thumbs-up while he inhaled deeply one more time. 

	“There’s nothing to be afraid of, Jack. If you allow me to finish, you’ll see what I mean. Everything is going to be alright.” 

	Jack nodded.

	“When you were a child, your dad was mostly absent. When he returned the last time, he was still absent in his mind. And then he was gone for good. After that, your mother was also absent in her own way. And the alcohol didn’t help the situation in your house. That’s a lot to deal with as a child, Jack. Now, sometimes, the mind finds a natural way to compartmentalize traumatic experiences or intense feelings of abandonment to protect the person from emotional harm. My theory is that Tony came into existence back then; you just didn’t know about him yet. Tony the protector. Tony wanted to protect the world from harm—your world, Jack.”

	Jack’s mind was resisting the information. Denial seemed like the only way out—the only way to go back to how everything was before he opened the journal. Maybe this was all just another dream? Jack moved his hands over his legs slowly and, in between his upper legs, sneaked his index finger against his palm and pushed. 

	Not a dream. Shit. 

	“I know it’s a lot to take in, but just bear with me and focus on your breathing while I continue,” Doctor Chang said and swept both hands toward his chest to signal the air going into his lungs.

	Jack took another deep breath and exhaled slowly.

	“Tony is smart, though. Let me ask you a question. If Tony Stark or Iron Man appeared in your dreams, how would you feel?”

	“Thrilled.”

	“Scared?”

	“No. Everything but.”

	“Exactly. Tony knew this. He knows this because he knows you. He knows you because he is you. He knew that if he tried to warn you in comic form, it wouldn’t be enough for you to stop experimenting with your dreams or prevent you from accessing your subconscious mind. In fact, if you were so ‘thrilled’ by his appearance, it would probably have motivated you even more. That’s why Tony put on a disguise. A manifestation of something so terrible, you wouldn’t dare to question it. Nor would you oppose it. Instead, you’d rather flee from it. And that’s how Tony completed his mission: in disguise. It kept you from accessing your subconscious mind and thereby protecting you from harm.”

	Jack stared blankly at the piece of paper on the table while the information and images of the priest mulled in his mind. His attention diverted externally for a brief moment, and that’s when he saw his own writing on the paper again.  I am not afraid of myself. He pointed to the paper. “So, this is what that was all about?”

	Doctor Chang’s eyes followed Jack’s finger, and he smiled. “Yes, indeed. You see, Tony believes he’s protecting you from harm. He’s not concerned about you learning to fly or teleporting to an alien planet in your dreams. He’s concerned about giving you access to your subconscious mind. He doesn’t want you to access the hurt from your past that he so carefully locked up and protected over the years. But what he fails to realize is that he’s also preventing you from dealing with your past so that you can move on and have a fruitful life.”

	Doctor Chang smiled and shook his head. “He’s also not realizing what treasure trove lies beyond the bridge between consciousness and subconsciousness and what someone as special as you can do once you cross it.”

	“You keep saying that, but what does it mean? What’s so amazing about accessing the subconscious mind on demand?”

	“We’ll get there, Jack. But not yet.”

	Jack sighed and shook his head.

	 “So, Tony is concerned with what could happen when you access your subconscious mind. He doesn’t know about the benefits. He doesn’t know it because he hasn’t recorded it yet. We need to spoon-feed him with knowledge over time. And the first bit of knowledge-medicine you need to take and automatically feed him is the realization that you are Tony. You’re not afraid of yourself. Therefore, you’re not afraid of Tony.”

	Jack remained quiet for a while and then produced a shy smile. “Lestor was right all along. I am a freakshow.” 

	“No, Jack. You’re a miracle. And I’m going to help you see it. Now, please read what you wrote on that paper.”

	“I am not afraid of myself.”

	“Excellent. Do you believe it?”

	“I guess?”

	“No, Jack. No guessing. Do you believe it?”

	A smile appeared on Jack’s face. Doctor Chang reminded him of one of the over-enthusiastic evangelists he had seen on TV. It was a welcoming distraction, albeit brief. He forced the smile off his face.

	“Yes. I do.”

	“Good. Because if you don’t, you’re giving Tony more power. If Tony gets more power, he gets more control. That’s why I think you suffered from amnesia when you went strolling around the neighborhood the other night. The appearance of Father O’Reilly gave Tony the power to take over control.”

	“But why would he then send me outside in the dark if he’s supposed to be my protector?”

	Doctor Chang nodded and took a deep breath. “Jack, I have another confession. I broke our confidentiality agreement by discussing this hypothesis with colleagues of mine. Don’t worry, I didn’t mention your name. They also believe that my theory is highly plausible. But the one thing none of us can put a finger on is exactly that. Why would Tony put you in harm’s way if he claims to be your protector? I also asked Tony this very question when you were under hypnosis.” 

	“And? What did he say?”

	“Nothing. He refused to answer.”

	Jack looked down at the piece of paper again. “So, what now?”

	“Now you’re going to face Tony.”

	“How? Hypnosis again?”

	“No. In your dreams. You need to continue practicing lucid dreaming, but this time, I’ll be your guide.”

	 


 

	Chapter 33

	 

	 

	Jack felt the ride back home in his mom’s Honda to be extremely uncomfortable. Not because the Honda wasn’t as luxurious as the Mercedes, but because of the lingering tension in the air. Jack was sworn to secrecy, and he was dreading his mom’s usual interrogation about his well-being and what happened during therapy. He thought she would start bombarding him with questions the minute he had sat down in the car, but instead, she was uncharacteristically reserved, as if her mind were occupied with something else. Finally, she broke the silence.

	“How long was the doctor in our house before I arrived?”

	Jack shrugged. “Dunno, maybe twenty minutes or so. It wasn’t long.”

	“Mmm,” Charlene replied.

	“It was nice of him to offer me a ride to his office, right?”

	Charlene scratched her head and turned her attention to the side window briefly. 

	“Why didn’t you tell me about the police? I had to find out from a very concerned Ms. Baley.”

	Jack’s eyes widened. During the awkward experience with Doctor Chang and his mother in the living room, Jack had completely forgotten to mention the police. In his defense, there wasn’t time to catch up either, as they left soon thereafter for Greener Pastures. 

	“Oh, yeah. I didn’t have time to tell you yet. It was the same officer from the other night. You know, the night you burned the journal.”

	Charlene scoffed. “What did he want this time?”

	“They just wanted to see if I had remembered anything from the night when I went sleepwalking. It’s in connection with the dead hobo,” Jack said and noticed Charlene’s head whipping his direction in his peripheral vision.

	“Oh God. Are you a suspect?”

	“No. Nothing like that. They saw me wandering around on the CCTV cameras. They’d hoped that perhaps I saw or remembered something that could help them. That’s all.”

	“That’s all?”

	“Yeah, I promise. You can call him if you want. His name is Ambro… Ambrosini or Ambrosino. Something like that.”

	“You need to tell me these things, Jack. Imagine how humiliated I felt when Ms. Baley came around earlier asking about the police. I stood there like an idiot, not knowing what was going on in my own house. And then, I find Doctor Chang snooping around my house too. What were you doing upstairs?” 

	“Nothing. He just wanted to see my room. Jeez…”

	“Not ‘jeez,’ Jack. I find it highly inappropriate that he came to our house unannounced and went into your room as well without adult supervision. Highly inappropriate.”

	Jack remained quiet. Although Doctor Chang said he had sent her a message before his arrival, Jack was not about to poke the bear. When the bear said Jack instead of Jackie, it was better to play dead. 

	“From now on, you call me before letting anyone in the house.”

	“What? So, if Lestor comes around, I need to call you first?”

	“I meant adults.”

	Both remained quiet for the rest of the ride home. Jack couldn’t believe he was thinking it, but at one point, he wished that she would at least put her eighties music on. Anything just to alleviate the awkward tension. 

	 

	***

	 

	Dinner was just as awkward as the ride home. Jack rushed through his chores and excused himself early. He felt a huge wave of relief wash over him when he locked his bedroom door. It had been a long day, with a lot to absorb. Jack plugged his phone in the charger and fell backward onto his bed. He lay there for a while, just running through the main events of the day. 

	The mind reel paused at some of the crucial points. Jack pushed himself up onto his elbows. He stared at the Iron Man poster on the back of his door for a while and then fell backward again. After rerunning Doctor Chang’s explanation through his mind, Jack shoved his hand in his pocket and retrieved a folded piece of paper. He unfolded it and lifted it above his head.

	I am not afraid of myself, he read in silence. And then he remembered the homework Doctor Chang had instructed him to do without telling anybody about it. He picked up his phone with the cord still dangling from it and took a photo of the paper with the poster-draped door in the background. He ran through his contacts and shared it with ‘Channing.’ That was the name he and Doctor Chang had agreed upon in case his mom ever snooped through his phone. The reply followed swiftly. It was simply a thumbs-up emoji and nothing else.

	Doctor Chang explained that it would be better for Jack to continue the lucid therapy without his mom’s knowledge. Charlene blamed the lucid therapy for his dad’s sudden departure, and because she was so against it, she was an ally to ‘Tony,’ providing him with more power and possibly control. It was Jack and Doctor Chang against Tony with no outsiders. Two against one. Jack liked the odds and agreed to keep his mom out of the loop. 

	Jack had five tasks to complete that night. One, don’t tell his mom about anything that they discussed in therapy. Two, read the piece of paper with the singular sentence on it. Three, take a picture and send it to Doctor Chang as proof. Four, record the dreams not in a journal, but on his phone’s voice recorder. Doctor Chang explained that it would be faster to record them and easier to hide them from his mother. Five, repeat ‘I am not afraid of myself’ frequently before going to sleep.

	He unlocked the screen again and checked his messages. There was a message on Snikr from Lestor.

	@$$wipe! Check the link below. Thought this might help. C U 2mro. Jack clicked on the link, which opened a video. It started with a mountaineer on top of a snow-capped mountain. The drone that recorded the video flew high above the man, giving a panoramic view of the stunning, untouched landscape. Inspiring instrumental music complemented the natural beauty. A man began talking in a deep voice. 

	“Sometimes, we need to face the unimaginable. To achieve… ” The narrator’s volume went down. Jack frowned and turned up the volume by a few clicks. “…when these moments arrive in life…” and then the volume went down even more. Jack, feeling very annoyed about the poor audio quality at that point, shoved his finger into the volume button and turned it to max. “…but perhaps what we need to…”

	The narrator spoke so softly at that point that even with the volume at full blast, Jack had to put his ear against the screen to hear him. Suddenly, loud sexual noises erupted from the phone—a woman climaxing. Jack plucked the phone from his ear, and while he was struggling to turn down the volume, he saw a couple with masks on the screen having sex. Jack lashed over on his side and stuck the phone under his pillow, severing the connection with the charger in the process. Frantically, he continued pushing the volume button down.

	He laid still, honing his hearing on the rest of the house. Did she hear that? 

	After a few moments, Jack pulled the phone out from under the pillow, turned onto his back again, and closed the muted video. He opened the Snikr app. Asshole was all he replied.

	Jack put the phone on charge again and rolled onto his back once more, the rhythmic thud of his elevated heartbeat reverberating through his chest. The anger dissipated soon, and a smile appeared on his face. Jack knew Lestor was emotionally inept, and levity was his only way of showing support. In that moment, a surge of genuine gratitude washed over Jack like a warm embrace. Lester had provided a ray of light to his otherwise dark, dramatic, and stressful day. 

	Later, Jack prepared the audio recording app on his phone and turned off the light. As he closed his eyes, he continued doing Doctor Chang’s assigned homework, repeating the sentence he’d been told to repeat.

	I am not afraid of myself. I am not afraid of myself…


 

	Chapter 34

	 

	 

	Charlene was her old self again—cheerful and chirpy. While driving down the boulevard, eighties music was blaring through the speakers while nonsense spewed from her mouth. She was talking about people from work that Jack didn’t know or care for, the weather, people on the side of the road, anything that her overactive mind could grab onto. 

	Is she drunk? Jack wondered and inhaled deeply through his nose but couldn’t detect anything. Jack looked through the passenger window at the summer storm clouds stacking up, preparing to swallow the low-hanging sun. 

	“Seems like rain’s coming,” she said while she leaned forward over the steering wheel to inspect the dark clouds above. 

	“Seems like it,” Jack replied. Soon after, the sun was engulfed by the billowing gray mass above. The darkness intensified and shortly after, the first fat drop fell on the windshield. 

	She stopped at the red light and turned her attention to the spaced-out drops on the windshield. A loud rumble dwarfed the sound of the idling engine. “Yup, here we go,” she said. Jack nodded.

	By the time the light had turned green, the heavens had opened. Charlene put the wipers on full blast, but they struggled to clear the window. Charlene drove slowly and leaned forward—as if nine inches closer to the window would make a difference in visibility. Occasionally, she would whip her head to the passenger window. She started decelerating and finally stopped on the shoulder of the road. 

	“I think this is the spot,” she said and put on her hazard lights. 

	Jack turned toward her and frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“It’s the spot where you strangled the homeless man, Jackie. Right over…” She squinted one eye to focus on her pointer finger as it searched for and then locked on a location. “There. Right over there, correct?”

	Jack turned his head back toward her slowly. What was wrong with her? He still didn’t smell any alcohol on her breath, even though her face was less than a foot away from his. 

	Jack was still struggling to find the words to reply when his door flew open. In that instant, he felt a hand grab him by his shoulder, like the talons of a gigantic eagle sinking into its prey. It jerked him backward with the utmost vigor, causing Jack to tumble out of the car and fall backward onto the wet road. He squinted as the heavy rain pelted his face. He knew immediately who was towering above him. 

	The man’s eyes were barely visible from under the black hood, but Jack recognized the grin and rotting teeth immediately. The dark priest leaned over and pulled his hood back with both hands. “So nice to see you again, Jack.”

	A dream. I’m dreaming, Jack thought and did his finger-in-palm test. It was a dream. 

	“I’m not afraid of you!” Jack yelled above the noise of the rain and thunder. The Honda began revving up, and the wheels spun on the wet surface before accelerating away. The priest looked up at the car and laughed. 

	“Maybe you should be afraid. Even your mommy is,” he said while pointing his hatchet in the direction of the fleeing car. 

	Jack pushed himself backward and then up on his legs. “I’m not afraid of you,” he said again. He felt self-assured, but his elevated heartbeat suggested that there was still a tingling fear inside him. 

	“You’ve been going places where you shouldn’t be going again. I thought we had an agreement?”

	“What agreement? I never agreed to anything!” Jack yelled. 

	The priest dropped his grin. “Liar. A liar and a murderer. There’s a special place for people like you,” he said and stepped toward Jack.

	“No!” Jack leaped up into the air. He did it. He was accelerating up into the sky, flying again like the time in Argentina. His joy was short-lived as he felt the talon grip his ankle. The priest had leaped up, too. He seized Jack by the leg and pulled him back down again. 

	“There’s no escaping me, Jack. There’s no escaping your judgment. You need to pay for your sins,” the priest said before his boots touched down on the ground. Jack was still hovering in the air, but the priest had his boots firmly planted in the mud on the side of the road. The priest dropped the hatchet, grabbed hold of Jack’s other leg, and slammed him down like someone flapping the dust out of a carpet. Jack hit the soaked soil at tremendous speed, forcing all the air from his lungs and causing his ears to ring. 

	Then he felt it again. The anvil on his chest. Jack forced his eyes open.

	“I’m not afraid of you,” Jack hissed through his teeth. The priest had no emotion on his face. He stared at Jack for a while. Jack was writhing under his boot when the priest rolled his functioning eye backward. Two dead white eyes stared down at Jack while the priest spoke in what seemed to be Latin. 

	The Earth began shaking under Jack, and the rumbling grew louder and louder. 

	This is a dream. I’m not afraid of myself, Jack repeated in his head. The priest stopped talking and turned his eye back toward Jack. The earth beneath stopped trembling, and the priest lifted his boot from his chest. Jack curled up and gasped for air. Through the streams of rain running down the priest’s face, a faint smile appeared again.

	“Time to pay for your sins, boy,” the priest said, seizing Jack by the throat. He pulled him up and held him up in the air above him. Jack clutched the priest’s veined hands with both of his, fighting to relieve the pressure around his airway. The ground started trembling again. The sky answered with a rumble. A crack appeared in the ditch beside the road. The earth began to split open as the crack grew wider and wider, then an orange glow rose from the dark abyss. Jack felt the heat on the side of his face before he heard the screams of thousands of people rising up from the crack. 

	The priest remained quiet when he flung Jack toward the gaping hole in the earth. Heat enveloped Jack’s body as he fell back-first towards the growing screams rising from the fire below. 

	 

	***

	 

	Jack opened his eyes and pushed himself up in bed. It took his mind a brief moment to recuperate before Jack sprang to action. He grabbed his phone from the dresser, covered himself under his comforter, and began recording. He whispered into the phone’s microphone, confessing everything he had just experienced. As he got to the end, Jack became overwhelmed by frustration. He jerked the covers off and placed the phone back on the dresser.

	So much for not being afraid of myself, Jack thought. After making himself horizontal again, he noticed something about his physical state. He wasn’t sweaty, panting for air, and his heart rate wasn’t going through the roof. He laid still and became mindful of his body for a while. 

	Am I still dreaming? he thought and did his finger-palm test. It wasn’t a dream. Something felt different. Jack smiled, closed his eyes, and repeated the words from the paper over and over in his mind until he drifted off again. 

	 


 

	Chapter 35

	 

	 

	Jack had slept well after his roadside nightmare and hadn’t woken up once until his alarm went off for school. In fact, he woke up feeling optimistic and energized. During the day, he replayed the scene where he floated off the ground. Even though the priest didn’t allow him to fly off, Jack still felt proud about his achievement—even better than when he flew away from the mountain in Argentina. 

	After school, Kevin offered Jack and Lestor a ride home, but when Jack declined, Lestor followed suit. It’d been a long while since Jack and Lestor walked home together after school. Jack had been hoping to spend some one-on-one time with his friend, and the walk home would be ideal for just that.

	On their way back, the sky seemed bluer than usual, and the few fluffy clouds decorating the azure canvas seemed close enough to touch. Jack’s attention wandered down toward the tickling treetops splashed with dashes of early autumn beauty.  

	“And that’s why Sam would never do it. Or what do you think?”

	“Yeah, I agree,” Jack mumbled.

	“Agree to what?”

	“That thing, you know?” Jack tried to cover up but was awarded a punch in the shoulder for not paying attention. 

	“You weren’t listening to a damn word I was saying. I might just as well have been talking to a tree.”

	Jack giggled and rubbed his shoulder. “I’m sorry. My mind wandered off for a second. What was the question?”

	Lestor scoffed. “Ah, just forget it,” he said, remaining quiet for a bit as they continued strolling in the shade of the trees overhanging the sidewalk of Kensington Drive. “What were you thinking about?”

	“Not much. I just thought about something I saw on television last night—weird fish at the bottom of the sea,” Jack lied, but Lestor seemed to have bought it. 

	Lestor nodded but then fired the next question. “How’re you doing, though? With the sleeping and zombie-walking shit?” 

	Jack smiled as he imagined what it would’ve been like if Lestor became a doctor or, worse, a psychiatrist. Perhaps it was a good thing that Lestor lacked the mental capacity and attention span to ever take a stab at entering the field of medicine. 

	“Quite alright, actually,” Jack said and continued to fill Lestor in on the details of the dream he had the night before, but only his fight with O’Reilly. He omitted the part where his mother showed him the spot where he allegedly strangled the homeless man, and he decided not to tell Lestor about the police showing up at his house to question him about the murder either.

	“You almost got away! Well done,” Lestor said and fist-bumped Jack. 

	Lestor bowed his head, and dimples appeared in his chubby cheeks. “You know, I’ve been trying it myself. This lucid dreaming stuff.”

	Jack’s head jolted in Lestor’s direction. “What?”

	“Yeah. No luck, though. But I’ll keep practicing. And once I master it, you better believe that I’ll be having the biggest orgies you’ve ever seen.” 

	Jack laughed and shook his head. But the conversation with Lestor about the dream made Jack’s mind itch. He was dying to take out his phone to see if ‘Channing’ replied to his messages. During the brief moment of silence that followed the laughter, Jack retrieved his phone.

	Call me when you get the chance. I need to ask about homework, the message from Channing read. Jack was enjoying this cloak-and-dagger communication with Doctor Chang. He made sure to erase his own sentences every time he saw the delivery confirmation. If his mom somehow would take a sneak peek at his phone now, she would only see a Channing kid asking questions about homework. Genius.

	5mns was all that Jack typed before stashing the phone in his pocket again.

	Shortly after that, the boys split up, each heading in a different direction toward their respective homes. When Jack arrived at his house, he saw that the Honda wasn’t parked in the driveway, which made him smile. He could have a phone call with Doctor Chang from the comfort of his own home without having to worry about his mother listening in. Jack threw his bag down at the bottom of the stairs and walked out into the backyard. He called Doctor Chang on the speakerphone. 

	“Jack, how are you? Are you alone?”

	“Hey, Doc. Yeah, I’m home alone.”

	“Good. Thanks for the feedback. And congratulations on completing your homework. How are you feeling today?”

	“I feel great.”

	“I’m very happy to hear that, Jack. Your audio recording of the dream was very detailed, and I could see the dream unfold in my own mind. It was quite spectacular. Scary, but spectacular. I can only imagine how traumatizing it would’ve been for you,” Doctor Chang said and remained silent after.

	Jack booted a pebble off the lawn into the hip-high weeds that used to be a flower bed and then sighed. “Yeah, it was quite bad at the time. But like I said, I was fine afterward.”

	A brief pause was followed by Doctor Chang clearing his throat. “Your tone suggests something else, Jack.”

	“Perhaps you’re right. I don’t know, Doc. I just feel annoyed. Or frustrated. I don’t know.”

	“Rome wasn’t built in a day, Jack.”

	“Yeah, but I had power again. Why couldn’t I just fly away from him? Wasn’t that what I was supposed to do?”

	“Tell me again, Jack. What did you write on the paper?”

	Jack rolled his eyes. “I am not afraid of myself.”

	“But yet, you tried to fly away. When you approach a bird perched on a low-hanging branch of a tree, what does it do if you get too close to it?”

	“Fly away.”

	“And why is that, Jack?”

	“Because it’s afraid of me.”

	“Exactly. Flying away doesn’t show bravery, Jack. It signals fear. So, think about this. Why would you fly away from the priest if you’re not afraid? And here’s another head-scratcher for you. Where were you trying to fly to? How do you fly away from yourself?”

	Jack frowned while the words sank in. “You’re saying I should fight him next time?”

	“I’ll let you figure that one out. Remember one thing, Jack. You have unlimited capabilities in your dreams. Unlimited.” Doctor Chang paused. “Listen, I gotta run. Your homework is the same as last time. Remember to do it, OK?”

	“Sure. Bye,” Jack said, but Doctor Chang had already hung up. Jack put his phone back in his pocket and turned around. He only lifted his head as he stepped off the lawn and then stopped dead in his tracks. Three yards away from him, leaning against the door jamb with her arms folded, was his mom. 

	“Mom! You almost gave me a heart attack. I thought you weren’t home yet. Where’s the car?”

	“In for a service. I left work early. Who was that?”

	Jack felt his face nearing the melting point. He lowered his head and pretended to fumble around with his phone through his pocket. “Oh, that? The call? It was someone from class. Asking about homework.”

	“Who?”

	“Just some guy you don’t know. Channing.”

	Charlene narrowed her eyes, leaned away from the door, and walked inside. Jack followed close on her heels. It was too suspicious just to linger around outside, and he was too nervous to create a diversion and start another conversation. 

	How long was she standing there? How much did she hear? Jack tried to swallow away the swirling clot of worms eating away at his stomach. Charlene broke the silence.

	“Pick up your bag and take it to your room. How many times do I have to tell you not to dump it in the living area?”

	Jack was relieved. That was his way out. He scooped up his bag and ran upstairs. After he closed the door and fell on his bed, Jack took out his phone and texted Channing.

	Think mom overheard our conversation.

	
 

	Chapter 36

	 

	 

	Lestor made it to Jack’s house on time that morning. Jack ran to the front door while Lestor incessantly punched the doorbell. Even after flinging the door open, Lestor remained pressing the button. 

	Jack slapped his hand off the button. “What the hell is the matter with you?”

	Lestor snickered and strode toward the road. “Come on, we’re gonna be late.” 

	Jack said goodbye to his mom and jogged over the lawn to catch up with Lestor. After Jack caught up, he pushed Lestor off the sidewalk. Lestor staggered into the street, regained his balance, and returned to the sidewalk with a smile. 

	“Seriously, though. What’s wrong with you? My mom’s already angry, and now you had to go and do that.”

	“And why is mommy being a grumpasaurus?” Lestor said in a baby voice. 

	Jack shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I don’t think she likes Doctor Chang all that much.”

	“Is she jealous of his car?”

	“No, idiot. I think it’s because he visited our house when she wasn’t there.”

	Lestor looked up at Jack with a frown. “That’s weird.”

	“I know, right? I mean, why would she freak out about that?”

	“No, I mean, it’s weird that he came to visit you at your house.”

	“Not you too. What’s so weird about that?”

	“Did he bring you flowers and wine, and you chatted while staring into each other’s eyes? Or did you two just go straight to your room to fuck?”

	“Excuse me?” Jack stared at Lestor with disgust. 

	Lestor shrugged. “Why wouldn’t you? You’re not exactly Mister Morals. I mean, what else can one expect from a lying murderer?” 

	Just as Lestor finished making the shocking statement, Jack heard tires screeching on the asphalt behind them. A black van, the same one he had seen before, grinded to a halt beside him. The side door slid open, but no one emerged. Jack turned back toward Lestor, but he was gone. Immediately, he swiveled back toward the van just in time to see the sinister priest step out of the vehicle. 

	Jack stepped back and did his dream test. He didn’t really have to, but checking wouldn’t hurt.

	“Did you remember to do Doctor Chang’s homework, Jack?” the priest asked, his tone brimming with sarcasm. “When will you learn your lesson?” The priest revealed a bloody hatchet from behind his back. “I warned you to stop playing with your mind. Some things should just be left alone.”

	 “I’m not afraid of myself,” Jack said out loud. “I’m not afraid of you.”

	“Go on, Jackie. Scamper off like your little friend. Or better, fly away like last time.”

	“No. I’m not going anywhere,” Jack said and clamped his hands into fists. The last advice from Doctor Chang replayed in his mind. Unlimited capabilities in your dreams. Unlimited.

	The priest grinned and raised his hatchet. Jack watched the hatchet fall down in slow motion and then ricochet off his shoulder as if the priest had hit a marble rock face. Jack smiled while the priest tried to regain his balance. 

	Jack turned his attention to the van. He lifted his open palm toward it, and he closed his fingers. The van began folding and crumpling into a black metal mess. He raised his closed hand, and the twisted ball of metal lifted off the ground. The priest turned his head and stared at it in awe. Jack swung his arm toward the priest, and the crumpled-up car followed his movement, smashing into the priest at high speed. It crashed into him, bounced off the ground, and flew through the picket fence beside them. 

	The priest pushed himself off the ground. “Impressive, Jack.”

	Jack remained quietly staring at the priest. The priest dusted himself off and bent down to retrieve the hatchet from the ground. “My turn,” he said as the hatchet burst into flames. Extending one arm, he aimed his open palm at Jack. Jack levitated off the ground, trapped by the priest’s spell, unable to free himself. The priest flung the fiery hatchet at him, the weapon spinning head-over-handle, creating a spewing ring of fire as it sliced the air. 

	Jack closed his eyes and imagined himself turning into gas. The invisible grip released, and the blazing hatchet flew straight through him, causing him no harm. Jack slowly floated like a specter toward the priest. About two yards away, he solidified into his human form again. “You can’t kill me,” Jack said. The priest remained quiet. “And I don’t think I can kill you either.”

	“A Mexican stand-off, it seems,” the priest said and snarled. 

	“I don’t need you to protect me anymore. I don’t need you to scare me away from discovering the truth about the past. I know who I am. I know where and how I grew up. I’m not ashamed of that.”

	“You don’t know shit. You need me.”

	“No.” Jack lifted both his arms horizontally and closed his eyes. When he opened them, their surroundings had changed. They were in a dark rocky wasteland. Black sooty clouds filled the sky, and no living plant could be seen for miles. A few dead trees served as the only evidence that life did once dare to tread into that hellscape. 

	The priest scanned the depressing surroundings but remained quiet. Behind the priest, a jagged vertical cliff stretched for hundreds of yards into the air, its peak disappearing in the billowing black clouds.

	Jack extended his arm, his palm facing the priest, and the ground began to tremble. Behind the priest, cracks spiderwebbed through the rock, like fractures in a windowpane. The rocks between the cracks began to splinter into smaller pieces, crumbling down to reveal a gaping dark cavern beyond. 

	“I’ll come get you if I need you,” Jack said and shoved the priest backward. He fell on his back and slid across the pebbles for yards, finally stopping deep within the cavern. The priest leaped back to his feet and started sprinting toward the opening, but Jack manifested thick vertical metal bars that dropped from the ceiling and punctured the solid rock floor. 

	The priest studied the metal bars from the ceiling down to the cracked rock at the bottom they punctured. “You need me, Jack. Listen to me.” The priest slammed his bony fingers around the bars and tried to pry them open. “Don’t do this. You don’t know what you’re dealing with!”

	“I’ll be fine without you,” Jack said, stepped away and closed his eyes. 

	 

	***

	 

	When Jack opened his eyes, back in his own bed, he was blissfully present and aware of his state of consciousness. He felt a level of excitement and exuberance he had never experienced in his life before. He punched the sky, sporting a smile that cut across his entire face. “Yes!” he whisper-screamed. 

	He grabbed his phone and checked his messages from Channing. There were still none. He ducked under his covers and recorded the entire dream on his voice recorder. After he finished, he sent it to Doctor Chang and prepared to go back to sleep again. 

	“You would’ve been so proud, Dad,” Jack whispered and closed his eyes. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 37

	 

	 

	Jack couldn’t remember the last time he had said more than two words to Casey O’Neil. However, that next morning, following the defeat of the priest, he felt confident enough to approach her and have another long locker talk with her. Lestor wasn’t there to ruin the moment either, which allowed Jack to truly pay attention to the conversation and be more authentic, allowing himself to show more of his true self. It felt like the connection between the two of them during those few minutes grew stronger than it ever was. 

	I’m going to ask her out next week, Jack thought as he walked away from her with a smile. Outside, the gang was congregating in their usual spot at the picnic tables in the shade. As Jack approached, he saw Kevin climb to the top of the table and perform a twerking routine, much to the delight of the other boys. Jack arrived at the table just as Kevin hopped off.

	“You missed Kevin’s audition as a male stripper,” Lestor said as Jack sat down.

	“I saw it. Congrats, Kevin. With those moves, you’ll make it rain for sure.”

	“Thanks, Jack-off,” Kevin replied while styling his hair back in place.

	“I think your boy here’s crushing on you, Kev,” Robert said and nodded in Jack’s direction. Kevin laughed and play-punched Robert.

	“No, that’s not true,” Jack said with a straight face. “I mean no offense, Kevin, you got the moves. You do. But they’re nothing compared to what Robert’s mom showed me in my room last night.”

	Everybody at the table erupted at once. Some laughed, someone howled like a wolf, someone screamed, and Lestor was slamming the table repeatedly with his fist—total teenage carnage. Robert feigned a smile while Kevin cracked up and patted Jack on the back. 

	“I didn’t see that one coming. Well played, Traeger. Well played,” Kevin said as he wiped the tears from his eyes. The conversation reverted to Kevin, as it usually did, and while the others were occupied, Lestor leaned over the table toward Jack.

	“Welcome back,” he whispered and then winked. 

	Jack didn’t reply. He just pursed his lips and nodded before turning his attention back to the banter of the other boys. Jack felt overwhelmed with positive emotions. He felt as if he belonged again. It had started when he left on a good foot with his mother that morning. Then there was a great chat with Lestor, then Casey, and then he became part of the gang again. The only thing missing was a message from his friend, Doctor Chang. 

	While the others were occupied listening to Robert’s gossip, Jack retrieved his phone from his pocket and checked his messages. Channing had finally replied.

	Congrats on nailing the test. Talk soon.

	Jack was disappointed. He understood that they had to communicate in code, but he had expected a little more from Doctor Chang, given the gravity of the current dream developments. Perhaps Doctor Chang was just extra cautious after learning that Jack’s mother had caught them talking on the phone. But still, he was hoping for more. 

	Jack reflected on a meme he’d received from Lestor earlier that week. It was a sexually charged joke that wasn’t even that funny, but the caption rang strong in Jack’s head at that moment. Disappointment is the symptom of unrealistic expectations.

	 

	Jack was just about to lock his screen when another message arrived from Channing. Need a ride after school?

	Jack smiled and replied with a simple thumbs-up emoji. 

	 

	***

	 

	After school, Jack hid out of view until most of the kids had scattered. Jack had lied to Lestor, instructing him to catch a ride with Kevin because he had to go into town with his mom. Jack saw the black S-Class parked on the opposite side of the road but waited until there were fewer witnesses around before he darted across and jumped into the car. 

	As soon as the car came alive, Jack realized that Doctor Chang was himself again, portraying the role of his friend and not the driven psychiatrist. He asked Jack about school and congratulated him for mustering the courage to talk to Casey. 

	Doctor Chang darted his eyes off the road briefly. “Do you like milkshakes, Jack?” 

	“Who doesn’t?” 

	“Great. I have a couple of minutes to kill before I need to get back,” Doctor Chang said and then turned right at the next intersection. McDonald’s was the closest establishment serving shakes, and both agreed that they’d stop there. They ordered straight from the counter and took a table at the back. 

	After sitting down, Doctor Chang changed into the psychiatrist again. “How did it make you feel to stand up to Tony? I’m not just looking for a one-word reply. I want you to really explore your emotions and tell me what you discovered.”

	Jack took a long sip of his strawberry shake and flinched as the cold began assaulting his frontal lobe. 

	“Brain freeze?”

	“Yeah,” Jack replied as he clutched his forehead. He shook his head and took another sip—a smaller one this time. “It’s weird to describe. I felt extremely confident and powerful. Everything in my dream happened as if I was pre-programmed to do so.”

	“Pre-programmed? Interesting. What do you mean by that?”

	“Like, I wasn’t thinking, ‘Oh, how should I attack him?’ or ‘I wonder if I could crush that car and throw it at him.’ It all just kinda happened. It was as if, I dunno, everything was obvious. Like I already knew I could do it before I even tried.”

	“Very interesting, indeed,” Doctor Chang mumbled.

	Finally, Jack saw the opportunity to ask the questions that had been haunting him all day long. “What does it mean? And what happens next?” He waited in anticipation for Doctor Chang to finish sucking on his straw. 

	Doctor Chang nodded and then looked up from his vanilla shake. “Well, first, like I said before, what you did was extraordinary. I didn’t expect you to achieve these results in such a short amount of time. I mean, I know you’re special, but this was exceptional.” He took another small sip. “To get back to your point, I think I know the reason why it just felt normal. You’re a big superhero buff, right?”

	“I guess you can say that.”

	“X-men, Avengers, and the like. I mean, I’ve only seen a few of those movies, but I’ve seen characters in there with psycho-kinetic powers. You, on the other hand, grew up seeing these heroes and villains use their minds to levitate or crush things. You’ve seen it so often that part of your mind might even have rationalized it—made it plausible. Let me ask you something: Did you ever try to make things move using the power of your mind in real life?”

	Jack produced a shy smile. “Yeah. The TV remote. But don’t tell anybody.”

	“Don’t worry, so did I. I tried to use ‘the force’ when I was young. Yes, I was a huge Star Wars fan. A little part of me believed that it was true. There had to be something like ‘the force’ out there. If there were, I could surely access and use this power.”

	“It makes sense, I suppose.”

	“Some leaders in my field believe that we are just the sum, or the end-product, of all the information we receive throughout our lives. All of this information gets stored in your subconscious mind. Once you’re in there, as you have discovered now, you can do with it what you want. There are no rules governing you like in real life. The rules of physics don’t apply. Like I said before, limitless possibilities.”

	Jack assessed the statement for a second and then thought of Lestor. This theory made perfect sense when applied to Lestor. Given the amount of pornography he watched, it was no wonder that he turned out the way he did. 

	“So, what’s next?” Jack asked.

	“Well, practice and repeat. This wasn’t a once-off. Perhaps Tony would retreat, for now, seeing that you took action and commanded your mind to lock him away. But he’ll be back. Or he’ll manifest in other ways.”

	Jack frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

	“I mean that you shouldn’t stop practicing. You need to keep on training. Become stronger. If not, there might be relapses.”

	“Sleepwalking?”

	“Perhaps. Or worse.” Jack stared at Doctor Chang while he sucked up the last bit of vanilla shake in his cup. “I gotta run. Would you mind walking home from here? I wouldn’t want to upset your mother any further.”

	Jack agreed and walked out with Doctor Chang. He stood there until Doctor Chang drove out, waved at him, and then made his way back home.

	 

	***

	 

	Charlene rested her elbow against the bottom of the driver’s window and used her open palm as a pillow while she waited for the traffic light to turn green. The desire for alcohol was exceptionally high that day. It was strong enough to convince her to lie to her manager so that she could escape the office earlier. It had felt like the walls were closing in on her and the ringing phones were punctuating her eardrums, and conversations with her colleagues had felt more meaningless than before. 

	Maybe one drink or two would be fine. Just this one time. 

	She had been clean for five days. Zero alcohol. 

	One drink to celebrate the big five should be fine. Just to take off the edge.

	Charlene lifted her head. The light was still red. She sighed and turned her gaze to the side in search of distraction. Her eyes caught a beautiful black Mercedes parked outside the McDonald’s on her left. 

	Must be the owner’s, she thought. But then she saw the restaurant’s front doors open, and her heart nearly stopped. Doctor Chang and Jack exited and strolled to the black car, sporting smiles like they’d just won the lotto. 

	Charlene jolted as the man in the white sedan behind her honked his horn. She looked up and realized that the light had turned green. As she accelerated, she tilted her head to get a last glance at the two outside in the parking lot. The car pulled out while Jack remained on the pavement. She diverted her eyes to the front again, but her attention remained behind her. She clenched her jaw and shook her head. 

	“That’s fucking it,” she said out loud and retrieved her cell phone from her bag. 

	 


 

	Chapter 38

	 

	 

	Jack was sprawled out on the couch in the living room. He left the TV on Discovery Channel, but he was paying no attention to The Best of Borneo. Instead, he was listening to the dream recording from the night before over and over again. He had reviewed the imagery numerous times in his mind during class. Even after listening to the same recording for the umpteenth time, he felt a smile crawling up his cheek.

	He turned down the volume and placed his phone down when he heard the key entering the front door. 

	“Hey, Mom,” Jack said without looking back. He kept his attention on the orangutan mother grooming her tiny baby high up in a lush green tree. Charlene didn’t reply. She went straight into the kitchen, where Jack could hear her dumping her handbag and fidgeting with what sounded like grocery bags. 

	Rude, Jack thought while lifting his head above the backrest to see what she was up to.  Charlene barged out of the kitchen and walked straight to the coffee table, where she picked up the remote and turned off the television. Jack wanted to protest, but her facial expression warned him not to.

	“Where have you been, Jack?”

	Jack pushed himself up and swung his legs off the couch. “School. What do you mean?”

	“I meant after school.”

	“I came here,” Jack said and felt his face warming up. 

	“Don’t lie to me. Where did you go?”

	Jack remained quiet. How did she know? What if she didn’t know and was just testing me? While studying her face, he detected a familiar scent. It wasn’t whiskey, but it certainly was alcohol. 

	“What’s going on between you and the doctor? Was he in my house again? After McDonalds?”

	Shit. She knows. 

	Jack was trapped. He had to come clean. Not all the way clean, just a little. “No. He was just passing by school when he saw me and offered me a ride.”

	“Oh, isn’t that just convenient? What a generous man he is. And then?”

	“Then we had milkshakes. No big deal.”

	“No big deal? No big deal? Can’t you see what’s happening? He’s an old man hanging out with a young boy in restaurants, driving him around, visiting you at home.”

	“I’m not gay, Mom. If that is what you’re getting at.”

	Charlene scoffed and rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t matter. He has no right to be invading your life like that.”

	Jack knew it would be safer to keep quiet until Hurricane Charlene dissipated or passed, but he felt his confidence level surge and pushed himself up from the couch.

	“You were the one that insisted that I should see him! Remember?” 

	“Because everybody told me that he’d be good for you. I didn’t know he was a predator.”

	“He’s not a predator. He’s trying to help me.”

	Charlene remained quiet. Jack could hear her breathing rapidly through her nostrils. 

	“How long have you been experimenting with lucid dreaming again?” she asked at a lower volume. Jack froze over.  “Don’t lie to me. I heard your conversation the other day out in the yard. Can’t you see what’s happening? He’s manipulating you, Jack. Experimenting with the shit that made you sick in the first place.”

	“He’s helping me. And it’s working.”

	“Oh. Like it worked for your dad?”

	“I’m not my dad.”

	“You’re not going to see that man again.”

	“Yes, I am,” Jack said and felt his hands clenching up.

	“No, you’re not. I’m your mother, and as long as you live under my roof, you will do as I say.”

	Jack could feel the anger bubbling up, ready to lift the lid and spill all over the place. He could feel his breathing excel and his throat closing up—that stupid grip on his throat that made his voice tremble when he got really angry. He remained quiet for a second, trying to prepare his throat for the screams he needed to unleash. 

	“I already called him. He’s canceled. And I’ll get a damn restraining order if I need to, but I don’t want him anywhere near you. Give me your phone. I want to see you delete his number.”

	“No!” Jack screamed and stepped back from her hand as she reached out toward him. Through her rage, she had not seen the phone lying on the couch. He snatched the phone and stashed it in his pocket.

	“Give it to me. I forbid you to ever talk to that man again.”

	“I need his help. You don’t understand.” 

	“I do understand. He’s a predator. He’s using you as a goddamn guinea pig for his experiments. A lab rat. Just like your dad was for Goldstein.”

	“That’s not true. You don’t understand. You know nothing because you’re a drunk.”

	“Jack, I’m warning you. Give me the phone.”

	“No! Stop trying to control me. No wonder Dad left you. I wish you had died instead of him. I hate you!” 

	Charlene capitulated. Her eyes filled with tears while she placed both palms over her gaping mouth. 

	Jack darted toward the open front door and slammed it shut behind him. But as he stormed off, his vision had turned so bright that he could barely see the ground beneath him. Something’s wrong, he thought as his breathing became shallower. Jack barely made the right up Candlewood Drive when he realized he couldn’t continue. His legs began buckling under him, and stars filled up his vision. 

	Everything turned black before Jack hit the ground. 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 39

	 

	 

	Jack opened his eyes and scanned his environment. He recognized the area where he was standing. It was close to Lestor’s house.

	What is this? he asked himself while trying to collect his last conscious memories. He remembered storming out of the house, hyperventilating, and everything going dark just around the corner from his house. But now he found himself standing a quarter of a mile away on Brandywine Lane. He became woozy again and sat down on the curb. He removed his phone from his pocket to send Lestor a message but saw a new message from Doctor Chang.

	I’m sorry, Jack. I think we should listen to your mother and halt your therapy sessions for now. Jack closed his eyes and shook his head before continuing with the message.  You did extremely well, and I’m really proud of you. I’m so sorry it turned out this way. I wish you and your mother all the best of luck. Please delete our messages and my number from your phone. 

	Jack did his finger-palm test. Not a dream. It was real. A nightmare in real life. He had just lost access to the most amazing learning experience he had ever gone through. A learning experience that was changing his life for the better—all over, gone. On top of that, Doctor Chang was like a friend to him, the only one he really trusted. Also, he had just screamed words at his mother that could never be taken back. And now, he found himself unable to recall the last few minutes of his life. 

	Jack pushed himself up from the curb and set off to do what he intended in the first place—blow off steam at Lestor’s. 

	The McBride’s house was just around the corner, but the short walk gave Jack enough time to contemplate and find an explanation for what had happened. People get angry. It happens. His mind and heart were both racing. Perhaps he had just lost himself in the moment of anger, so much so that his brain didn’t record the walk to Lestor’s. Yes, that was probably what happened. 

	Lestor was surprised yet elated to see Jack. Lestor’s parents weren’t home, which was even better for Jack. He didn’t feel like having any type of conversation with an adult at that point. When Jack settled on the couch, he realized how thirsty he was. Lestor got him a can of Coke, and both watched the anime cartoon on the television in silence.

	Jack took out his phone and scanned through his messages. There were no new messages. He checked his mom’s profile on Snikr and saw she had not been online for a while. Probably drinking herself stupid, he thought. Instead of the usual anger that built up in him whenever he thought about her drinking habits, Jack felt a sense of shame growing stronger. 

	He reflected on their fight and his poor choice of words, selected specifically for their ability to inflict irreparable damage. The rage he experienced at that point eclipsed the night he discovered that she had burned the journal. The memory of her face flooded back: her widened, watery eyes, her hands clasped over her mouth. Hurt in its purest form on open display, replaying vividly in Jack's mind. He closed his eyes and shook his head slowly. 

	“Dude, what happened?” 

	Jack opened his eyes and quickly considered whether he should share with Lestor or not. Maybe it was the only way to rid himself of the overwhelming sense of guilt that was eating him alive. He looked up at Lestor and then dropped his eyes to the floor again. “We had a massive fight. My mom and I.”

	“About what?”

	Jack sighed. “She’s on the bottle again, I think.”

	“Damn,” Lestor said and dropped his gaze to the carpet. 

	Jack took another sip of Coke to relieve his dry mouth. “Yeah, it was bad. I said things I shouldn’t have.”

	“Like what?”

	“That I hate her.”

	“That’s nothing. Sounds like a Tuesday in my house.”

	“Told her that she’s the reason Dad left. Told her I wished she died instead of him.”

	“Ouch,” Lestor whispered. “And then? What did she say?”

	“Nothing. I left the house after that and came here.” 

	Both boys remained silent. Jack didn’t feel any better. In fact, saying it out loud made it worse. And the fact that Lestor didn’t crack any jokes about it confirmed how terrible Jack’s outburst was. 

	“Let’s just drop it and watch TV. I just want to cool down here a bit before I go back home and apologize.”

	Lestor understood, and they both continued watching TV. Jack sensed that Lestor was uncomfortable, and to diffuse it, Lestor tried to lighten the mood. He tried making sexual jokes about the characters on television, but they weren’t funny. He gossiped about kids at school, but Jack couldn’t care less. He even started badmouthing his own parents just for the sake of being relatable.

	When Jack realized how low the sun was getting, he decided to go home and face the music. The later it was, the more alcohol his mother would have consumed and the more reason she would have to start a fight again. The walk home felt like he was walking to the gallows. He was aware of his sins, and he knew there was no way out of the punishment that lay ahead. He felt anxious, ashamed, and alone. 

	How can a day like today turn out like this? It’s not fair, Jack thought as he walked over the lawn toward the front door. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he took a minute to take a few deep breaths before he opened the door. 

	He wanted to prepare himself mentally as best he could before entering the house. 

	But nothing in the world could’ve prepared Jack for what he saw when he pushed open the front door. 

	
 

	Chapter 40

	 

	 

	The lights were off, but there was still enough light from the fleeting day illuminating the living room, dining area, and staircase. Jack stood frozen on the spot, still gripping the front door’s knob while studying the scene of horror in front of him. 

	The stairs were soaking wet. Shards of broken glass were scattered all over the floor, and an undamaged bottle of Jim Beam lay on the floor halfway between the front door and the bottom of the staircase. Also at the bottom of the staircase was the motionless body of Charlene Traeger. 

	“Mom!” Jack rushed toward her body, trying not to step on the broken shards of glass. She was lying diagonally across the lower steps with her one bare foot caught in the balustrade. Her floral print skirt had flailed during her fall and come to rest on her back, leaving her white underwear and legs exposed. One arm was caught up underneath her stomach, and the other arm was touching the floor at the bottom of the staircase. Her disheveled hair covered most of her face, but Jack could see through the mess of it that her chin was sticking out beyond her shoulder toward her back—a feat no normal human can accomplish.

	“No, no, no, no,” Jack whispered as he knelt beside her, his kneecaps soaking up the whiskey on the floor. He gently pushed her hair back and then jolted backward. Charlene’s cold eyes stared from her pale face down at the floor. Jack locked his fingers behind the back of his head. “Oh, Jesus, no, no, no. What have you done, Mom?” Jack said and began sobbing.

	He leaned forward again and pushed his index finger and middle finger against her twisted, cold neck. Not that he knew how to feel for a pulse, but it was something he had seen the people do in the movies. Jack knew he wouldn’t find a pulse. He leaned back again and began sobbing uncontrollably. 

	Wait, this is a dream, he thought, and his eyes popped open. Immediately, he pushed his index finger against his palm. Nothing. He counted the fingers on his hand. Five. He jerked around to inspect the clock on the wall behind the dining table. Clockwise. All of the signs that Doctor Chang and his dad had taught him tested negative. 

	Jack felt all hope drain from his body. He continued to study her contorted body, her glazed eyes, and her white lips. “I’m so sorry, Mom,” he whispered through the sobs. He leaned forward and pulled her skirt back down to cover her exposed bottom. He sat there for a while, crying into his hands, unable to lift himself up off the floor and face the world. 

	
 

	Chapter 41

	 

	 

	All the lights in the house were on when the paramedics arrived. Jack had called 911, and soon after, nosy Ms. Baley from across the road came over to investigate. Jack met her at the front door and embraced her. Even though he didn’t like her, the comfort he received from her hug opened another floodgate of tears. Every so often, he felt her head bobbing up to inspect Charlene’s body and the paramedics behind him.

	After the hug, she gently pushed him away by the shoulders and told him that everything was going to be alright. She guided Jack toward the couch with its back facing the staircase and told him to stay put. She came back with a glass half-filled with a translucent liquid, which Jack realized upon first taste was sugar water. She sat on the armrest beside him and rubbed his back slowly while he took small sips. 

	Ms. Baley was a veteran of death. She had lost both her only son and her husband within a few years from one another. She hardly ever talked about them. Instead, she had diverted her attention to the neighborhood and gossip, which Jack despised her for. But at that moment, while she was stroking his back with her warm, frail hand, Jack felt a new connection with her. He had discovered the pain of losing everybody in your family, and diverting one’s attention to the doings of others instead of facing the hurt seemed like the only sane thing to do.

	It still felt like a dream to him. A nightmare that made the dark priest dreams, the showing-up-naked-at-school dreams, and the falling-from-a-skyscraper dreams seem like joyrides. It was just too difficult to accept. Even when he heard one paramedic instruct the other  to ‘call it,’ he still felt as if his mom was going to recover from her stupor, stand up, and stumble toward the kitchen to pour herself another drink. 

	The police arrived shortly after. They were officers Jack hadn’t seen before. The middle-aged lady instructed Jack to remain comfortable on the couch when he tried getting up. She walked over to him, knelt beside him, and touched his knee. 

	“You must be Jack Traeger,” she said in her thick Southern accent and then darted her eyes toward Ms. Baley.

	“Yes, he is,” Ms. Baley muttered before Jack could answer.

	“And you are?”

	“Grace Baley. I live across the street. Charlene was my dear friend.”

	“I see. And the deceased is Charlene? Your mother, correct?”

	“Yes.”

	“I’ll be right back. Just sit tight, alright hon?” The officer walked back toward her partner. He stood next to the body, taking notes and conversing with the paramedics. They had a brief, inaudible conversation before she returned. 

	“We’re so sorry about this, hon. I know this is a difficult time for you, for both of you, but I need to ask you a few questions about what happened here.”

	Jack simply nodded while staring at the empty glass on the coffee table. The officer made herself comfortable on the other couch and retrieved her mini notebook. At that moment, another police car pulled up, and another soon after that. Jack, Ms. Baley, and the officer all turned toward the front door in anticipation of the new arrivals. Four uniformed officials went straight toward the body and conversed with the paramedics. Every time Jack overheard the word ‘death,’ it felt like a hammer bashing a nail into his heart. Soon after, another uniformed man approached Jack and company and introduced himself as Detective Powell. 

	He was a well-built forty-something man with a five o’clock shadow. Jack thought that detectives, like in the movies, wore casual clothes and drove around town in cool muscle cars. But Detective Powell looked just like all the other cops in the house. After he expressed his condolences, he turned to the lady officer on the couch and asked how far she was with her questioning.

	“I was just about to start when you fellas arrived. Go right ahead, detective,” she said, leaning back on the couch.

	“Jack, I know this must be a very difficult time for you. I’ll try to keep this as brief and painless as possible. OK?”

	Jack just nodded again. 

	“According to the paramedics and first officer on the scene, you weren’t present during the time of the incident, correct?”

	“Correct.”

	“Where were you?”

	“Over at a friend’s house. Lestor.”

	“Did you see your mother before you went to your friend’s house?”

	“Yes.”

	“When was the last time you saw her?”

	“Somewhere after five, I think.”

	“Was she inebriated at the time?”

	Jack frowned. “Was she drinking, Jackie?” Ms. Baley intervened. 

	“I didn’t see her drinking anything. But I smelled it on her breath.”

	The detective jotted on his notepad before continuing. “How was her coordination before you left? Her balance? Were her sentences coherent? Anything else you can tell us about her condition apart from the alcohol on her breath?”

	“No, she was fine.”

	Ms. Baley dropped her gaze from Jack to the floor. The detective darted his eyes briefly toward her but continued the questioning.

	“And what time did you return home from your friend’s?”

	“I’m not sure. It was around dusk. Maybe around seven, perhaps.”

	“And when you returned home, where was your mother?”

	Ms. Baley wrapped her arm tightly around Jack’s shoulders. “She was there,” Jack said and tilted his back toward the staircase. 

	“And there was nobody else in the house at that time?”

	“No.”

	“No sign of a visitor that came by? Or perhaps any signs of forced entry?”

	Jack’s eyes widened. He hadn’t even considered that there might be foul play involved. He didn’t check the house. Maybe she had discovered a burglar who then pushed her down the stairs. Maybe the murderer had still been in the house. “I didn’t even think of that,” Jack said. “Do you think… Do you think someone did this to her?”

	The detective turned his attention to the female cop beside him. “You didn’t check the house?”

	“No, we had just arrived on the—” 

	“Do your job, please. I want a full perimeter and interior inspection. Get your partner and do it now.” 
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	The officer summoned her partner and the two other police officers. They congregated briefly and then dispersed. Her partner walked out the back door while she walked out the front. The other two police officers carefully stepped over the body and went upstairs. 

	“We have to consider all the possibilities,” the detective said, seeming unimpressed. “Right, so where were we?” He studied his notepad. “Did you check your mother’s vital signs upon arrival?”

	“Yes.”

	“Did you find anything? Breathing, pulse, movement?”

	“Nothing. She was gone.”

	The detective nodded and then lifted his eyes from his pad. “Again, I’m so sorry about this, Jack. We’re almost done. One last question. What, according to you, happened here?”

	The two officers returned from their inspection upstairs. “Clear, upstairs. Everything checks out,” the one policeman announced. Jack turned around in time to see the officers clambering over his mother’s body. The other two officers returned through the front door. “Clear,” the female officer announced before securing her gun and returning to the couch.

	“I think my mother had a couple more drinks after I left because of the bottle and broken glass I saw on the floor. She must’ve lost her balance and fell down the staircase.”

	“It sure seems like it. Such a terrible tragedy,” the female officer said. The detective gave her a cold stare before he continued. 

	“Did anything similar ever happen before? I mean, not exactly the same, but were there similar instances where she fell, or stumbled, or passed out on the floor?”

	“No. Never. Well, she did fall asleep on the couch in front of the television a few times.”

	“Don’t we all?” the female cop said and feigned a high-pitched giggle.

	“I see,” said the detective.

	Jack didn’t notice the paramedics leaving the house, but when they returned, he saw them carrying a stretcher from the ambulance that was parked outside the front door. When Jack saw the neatly outlaid body bag on the stretcher, he leaned forward and buried his face in his palms. He thought he had already cried out all his tears, but he was wrong. Ms. Baley patted Jack on the back while the female officer placed her hand gently on his upper leg. Through his tears, he could hear the men whispering behind him, scuffling about, the rustling of the plastic bag, and then the zipper. That was when Jack gave up on hope. It wasn’t a dream, and she wasn’t going to pour herself another drink ever again.

	Jack still had his face buried in his hands when the paramedics secured the body in the ambulance. By that time, the neighbors had gathered outside to see what was going on, but the officers kept them at bay outside. Multiple mumbles and whispers flooded through the open front door.

	“I appreciate your help, officer,” Jack overheard a familiar voice saying. Jack lifted his drenched face from his palms and saw Doctor Chang entering the house. Relief washed over Jack. 

	“I’m Doctor Chang. Jack’s doctor and close friend,” he announced as he entered the room. He walked straight toward Jack and took a knee in front of him. “Jack, I just found out what happened. I’m so, so sorry.”

	“Thanks,” Jack said and sniffled. “How did you find out?”

	Doctor Chang peeked at the detective briefly. “I was in the neighborhood and wanted to talk to your mother. About your progress.” He winked his right eye—the one that’s out of view from the police. “I saw the commotion outside, but the friendly officer filled me in on the terrible accident. How are you feeling now?”

	“How do I answer that?” Jack said and shook his head. 

	“Please excuse me,” the detective said and walked toward the front door. Ms. Baley watched the detective exit the front door and then excused herself as well. She had to feed her cat but promised to return soon. The police officer with the thick Southern accent observed the other two leave but remained seated. Doctor Chang turned his head toward her and smiled. 

	“Perhaps y’all need some privacy. Just holler if you need me. I’ll be right outside on the stoop,” she said and left. 

	Doctor Chang got up and took her seat. “They said you found her like that when you came back from your friend’s?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Such a terrible shame. Which friend?”

	“Lestor.”

	“Of course. Listen, Jack,” Doctor Chang said, leaning closer to keep his voice down. “I think you need to call Lestor and ask him to come over.”

	“I don’t really feel like having company right now,” Jack said. 

	Doctor Chang pursed his lips and nodded. “It’s not so much about that. But you need Lestor to come over now to testify that you were at his house during the time of the accident.”

	Jack frowned. “Why?”

	Doctor Chang checked over his shoulder briefly and whispered, “I heard some of your neighbors outside say they heard fighting and screaming coming from the house earlier.”

	 

	 


Chapter 43

	 

	 

	Jack remained frozen while blankly staring at Doctor Chang. His mind was so consumed by his mother’s death that he didn’t consider for a second that he might be a suspect. But in that instant, all the evidence that was stacking up against him revealed itself. The night the police arrived after the journal was destroyed, their presence following Jack’s disappearance, and then returning once more to investigate after the discovery of the homeless man’s body. To top it all off, there was the insomnia episode shortly after he stormed out of the house. Missing time and unaccounted actions with no alibi—a prosecutor’s wet dream. 

	“Jack, are you alright?” he heard Doctor Chang ask from very far away, although the doctor was seated on the couch right next to him. “Jack?”

	Jack snapped back. “I need to talk with you, Doc. In private.”

	Doctor Chang swiveled his head. The female police officer was busy having a lively conversation with someone outside. 

	“We can talk here. Nobody is listening,” Doctor Chang said and leaned in a little closer toward Jack. “What’s wrong?”

	“It happened again. I think.”

	“What happened?”

	“I think I sleepwalked again.”

	“When? Last night?”

	“No, earlier. During the day,” Jack said and paused. He looked over both shoulders and then filled Doctor Chang in on the incident that occurred after he’d stormed out of the house. 

	Doctor Chang studied Jack’s face for a moment before whispering, “Keep that between us for now, OK? Just get Lestor and whoever else was at his house to come over and give their testimony.”

	Jack took out his phone and began typing a message, then paused. Realizing that it was not the ideal conversation to have over text, Jack stood up and walked out the back door with the phone to his ear. Doctor Chang leaned back on the sofa and closed his eyes while rubbing his temples.

	“Is everything alright over here?” Doctor Chang heard a voice behind him say. He tilted his head back and saw Detective Powell approaching the lounge area. 

	“Yes. He’s staying strong, all things considered.”

	“Where did he go?”

	“He just stepped outside to share the news with his friend. The boy whom Jack visited when the accident occurred.”

	The detective stared at the open back door and then proceeded toward it. 

	“Terrible tragedy, isn’t it, detective? This accident,” Doctor Chang said in an attempt to distract the detective and prevent him from interrupting Jack’s call. 

	“Accident, yes,” he said and then turned around. “Is he still undergoing therapy?”

	Doctor Chang answered without hesitation. “Yes. And now, he needs me more than ever.”

	The detective stepped closer to the couch where Doctor Chang was seated. “How was his relationship with the deceased? You probably talked about that in therapy, correct?”

	Doctor Chang smiled. “Doctor-patient confidentiality, detective.”

	“But you do remember that if he confessed to breaking the law or if you suspect he’s likely to do so, you need to report it, right?”

	“And did I report anything?”

	The detective clenched his jaw and leaned forward. “I don’t think you appreciate the gravity of the situation, doctor. It would be in your best interest to do the right thing.”

	“But I am doing the right thing, detective. Are you?”

	The detective leaned back and strode toward the back door again, but Jack appeared before he could exit.

	“They’re on their way,” Jack said.

	“Who?” the detective barked.

	“Lestor and his parents. They’ll be here shortly.”

	 

	***

	After sharing more hugs and shedding tears with the McBrides, Jack made his way back to the couch. Detective Powell took a seat at the dining table with the McBrides. Doctor Chang, who had been preoccupied with texting, returned his phone to his jacket pocket as Jack sat down.

	“Jack, we talked a lot about your immediate family, but we never got the time to discuss your extended family. Do you have any relatives living around here?”

	“No. Dad was an orphan, and Mom was the only child. Both my grandparents died when I was still very young. She had someone she called her adopted sister who lives in Asheville. But they haven’t spoken in years.”

	“Oh dear,” Doctor Chang said, dropping his eyes to the floor. During the brief silence, Jack diverted his attention to the dining table to listen to what the McBrides were saying. 

	“You can’t stay here by yourself, Jack. You need support during a time like this. I can try to pull a view string so that you can stay at my place for now.”

	“Thanks. But Lestor’s parents invited me to come stay with them.”

	“Very well,” Doctor Chang said and then sighed. “I wish things could’ve been different between your mom and me, but I do understand where she was coming from. She’s blaming lucid therapy for what happened to your dad and thought you would follow in his footsteps. But I can assure you, that would not have been the case. You saw the results. You are not your father.”

	Jack felt the knot tighten in his throat again. Those were some of the last words he’d yelled at his mother. 

	“I know.”

	Doctor Chang steered the conversation in a philosophical direction. He talked about death and accepting it as part of life, but Jack’s attention remained in the dining area. He couldn’t make out anything negative or incriminating about the conversation between the McBrides and Detective Powell. Jack began wondering if anybody had seen him walking around in the street during his blackout. 

	Lestor and his mother stood up from the table and moved toward the living room. Doctor Chang excused himself and walked over to the detective who had gathered the female officer and her partner. Jack tried to block out the McBrides so he could eavesdrop on what the others in the dining area were saying but was unable to hear.

	“Is that fine by you, Jack?” Lestor’s mother asked. Jack switched his attention back from the group.

	“Yeah, sure,” he replied without having a clue what she was talking about.

	“Come on, man. Let’s go get your stuff upstairs,” Lestor said, and both boys left the living area. 

	Lestor tried his best to make small talk while Jack gathered his things, but it was different than other times. They weren’t sexually charged comments, insults, or long-winded gossip about people he hardly knew. Instead, Lestor was talking about his mother’s cooking and how much Jack would enjoy it, especially breakfast. 

	Jack was trying to follow what Lestor was saying, but his mind kept veering back to the events that had transpired earlier. His mother’s shocked expression when he ran out of the house. The blackout. Her cold eyes staring out between her disheveled hair. 

	Primary suspect. 

	Jack was just about to leave the room when his eye caught something on his desk. A small square piece of plain paper. He knew what it was. On the back of it was the number the Magnum PI officer instructed him to call in case he got into trouble. 

	He seized the paper and stuffed it in his pocket before Lestor could notice. 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 44

	 

	 

	“Are you sure you don’t want to switch?” Lestor said from the edge of his bed. “I really don’t mind sleeping on the inflatable, you know? It would be like camping.”

	Jack finished adjusting the bedding. “This’ll do just fine, thanks.”

	“I can’t believe my mother insisted that you sleep in here. We’re grown-ass men, you know? She could’ve offered the spare room.”

	Jack laid horizontal and stared up at the ceiling. “I prefer it like this.”

	Lestor nodded and rolled onto his back. “I’m really sorry about what happened, Jack. And I’m sorry if I acted a little weird. The thing is…”

	Jack could sense his sincerity. But he also realized how difficult it must’ve been for an emotional cripple like Lestor to deal with something as real as death. He decided to intervene and clear the air for Lestor. 

	“Acted weird? You’re always weird.”

	Lestor snorted and leaned over to smack Jack with a pillow. “Shut up, Jack-off.”

	The boys remained quiet for a bit, both staring up at the ceiling in silence. 

	“Would you mind switching off the light? I’m really tired,” Jack said, and Lestor obliged. Jack knew he wasn’t going to sleep any time soon. His mind would make sure not to let that happen. But at least he could pretend to sleep and save Lestor from having to deal with a situation he was inept at dealing with. 

	Soon after the lights went off, Lestor began purring, and Jack continued the fight with his conscience. 

	 

	***

	 

	Jack didn’t understand why he had to identify his mother’s body. It was ridiculous. The paramedics and police had been in the house with Jack and his mother’s body shortly after her passing. There was no logical explanation as to why he needed to face the trauma of seeing her lifeless body in a morgue. 

	The McBrides weren’t allowed to enter the morgue with him either. He shook his head in disgust while he followed the white-coated man down the corridor with its nameless and numberless doors. 

	“Sorry about your mom,” was all the technician said. Jack didn’t reply. Jack’s anger dissipated when they entered the cool room with its floor-to-wall cabinets.  He had seen enough detective series and movies to realize that this was where they kept the dead bodies.

	Jack felt no fear. They were all dead, after all. Instead, he felt a hollowness expanding inside him unlike anything he had ever felt before. He realized that it would be the final goodbye. The last time he would ever see his mother. 

	The grizzled-haired technician clutched the handle of one of the drawers, paused, and peeked over his shoulder.

	“Are you ready for this, Jack?”

	Jack nodded slowly, his eyes locked on the man’s hand. As the drawer slid open to reveal the filled-up body bag, a chill raced through Jack’s body. The technician stepped aside, donning his latex gloves while Jack's gaze fell to the floor. It was all just too much. He summoned all his strength to prepare for what was to come next: the unzipping of the body bag.

	The technician made his final glove adjustments, then stopped fidgeting with his hands. “What the fuck?” the technician whispered.

	Jack snapped his eyes up at the man, who was now staring wide-eyed at the corpse. And then Jack’s peripheral vision caught it too. 

	Movement.

	Suddenly, the body inside the bag began writhing within like a chrysalis undergoing the last stage of metamorphosis. The body began heaving and gasping and then it turned into high-pitched screams. Jack clutched his ears while the technician leaped forward to pull down the zipper. As he did, Charlene Traeger shot forward and clutched her head. Her exposed white breasts heaved up and down as she gasped for air.

	“Breathe! Breathe! Everything is going to be alright,” the technician shouted in a high-pitched voice. Charlene twisted her head in one swift movement in Jack’s direction. She was alive, but her eyes seemed frozen solid, punctuated by the black rings under them. She pursed her white lips and then slowly slid her leg out of the bag. When both her feet were firmly planted on the floor, she let go of the drawer table. The naked woman lifted her left hand and pointed at Jack.

	“You,” she whispered. “You murdered me.”

	Jack began sobbing, and his breathing sped up. 

	“You!” she shouted again and took a step forward.

	“No, Mom. I didn’t. I swear,” Jack sobbed. 

	“You pushed me down the stairs, you little shit,” she hissed through her gritted teeth and stepped forward. The morgue technician paced toward Charlene and seized her shoulders. Charlene slammed her elbow back into his face. He staggered while she leaped forward with both her arms extended in front of her.

	Jack felt her cold hands grip his neck and her fingernails sinking into his skin. 

	“You murdered me!” she screamed while shaking him by the neck. “My own flesh and blood.”

	Jack gurgled and slapped her arms as the force on his neck continued to strengthen, and the pungent smell of decaying flesh filled his nostrils. 

	“Jack!” she screamed in his face. Although he was filled to the brim with adrenaline and all his attention was diverted to survival mode, his mind was still made aware of wisps of whiskey on her decaying breath as she continued screaming in his face.

	“Jack… Jack… Jack!”

	The grip around his neck released instantly, giving Jack the chance to gasp for air. 

	“Jack, wake up. Are you OK?” 

	Jack’s eyes flung open. The light blinded him, but he could make out Lestor’s face inches above him, and he felt Lestor’s hands on his shoulders. Jack shoved Lestor’s hands aside and sat up straight, trying to win back his breath.

	“Dude, are you OK?” Lestor whispered. 

	“Yeah.”

	“What happened? I woke up to the sounds of you choking, man. Sounded like you were dying,” Lestor said.

	“Just a terrible nightmare. Sorry about that.”

	“It’s OK. Jeez, you scared me.” Lestor continued staring at Jack. “Wanna talk about it?”

	“No,” Jack said, crawling back under his comforter. “Sorry, again.”

	“Don’t be. It’s OK,” Lestor said and turned off the light.
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	Lestor tried his best to stay home with Jack, but Mrs. McBride wouldn’t budge. After his tantrum, Lestor resorted to a different strategy—one involving stomach pain. But it was too late to fake an ailment. His mother saw right through him. 

	Mrs. McBride took the day off to offer her support and work on the funeral arrangements. “Jackie, I’ll be right here all day. Don’t worry about a thing. If you need anything, just shout out, OK?” Lestor’s mom had assured him. Jack returned to Lestor’s bedroom after breakfast. He felt as if he had been on autopilot ever since he’d woken up that morning. He was simply going through the motions and lacked the will to talk or be around people. A thought about his father had crossed his mind. He imagined this was probably what his dad had felt like when he returned from the service the last time. Just like Tim, Jack also wanted to lock himself in his room. 

	All he could think of was his mother’s dead body—in real life and from his dream. He could hardly keep his eyes open during breakfast, but he also felt afraid of going back to sleep again. But once the scrambled eggs, crispy bacon, and pancakes had settled, Jack realized he had no other choice but to go horizontal once more.

	Jack studied Lestor’s bed and then the inflatable mattress beside it. It was a safer bet to settle down on the inflatable. Jack didn’t even want to think of what unspeakable things Lestor had done in that bed. 

	After settling down, his anxiety flared up again, dissipating his fatigue instantly. His thoughts raced toward the local police station first. What were they discussing that morning? What conclusions were they drawing? Did they see it for what it was: a drunk accident? Or did they suspect foul play? Jack felt the room closing in on him. He saw himself standing in court with long hair and a goatee in an orange jumpsuit. He’d be too old for juvie by that time, which could mean that he might face the death penalty for the murder of two people. He saw the judge slam his gavel, the bang echoing through the courtroom, then two police officers would approach him.

	Jack leaped up from the inflatable and began pacing the room while nibbling his thumbnail. He grabbed his phone. Thirteen new messages awaited on Snikr and a few more on Facebook. He began scanning through them. None really piqued his interest, but he did feel a sense of calm flow over him realizing that some people did, in fact, care about him. Most of the messages were from classmates expressing their empathy. 

	The posts on his Facebook wall, however, were rampant with sympathy seekers. People who never bothered to contact Jack about anything now testified how saddened they were by the loss of his mother. Lots of thoughts and prayers for others to see how sensitive and caring they’re trying to be. 

	Doctor Chang wrote him a few messages as well, repeating how sorry he was for the loss. He even welcomed Jack to have free sessions with him. Lestor also sent a message, but it was much different from the others. His message was all about how selfish his mother was and how unfair it was that Jack got to stay home while he had to go to school. In his last message, Lestor mentioned that the rest of the crew would be coming over to his house later to hang out with Jack. 

	For a little while, Jack was distracted from his anxiety. But after he had finished replying to those he felt deserved a reply, the panic returned. His mind raced back to the police and the evidence they were compiling against him. He wouldn’t be the first person to be jailed and executed for crimes he didn’t commit. 

	The number, he thought and grabbed his jeans from the desk chair where he’d left them the night before. He retrieved the crumpled-up paper and studied the number.  He picked up his phone again and dialed. The phone rang a few times before a deep male voice answered on the other end.

	“Hello.”

	Jack cleared his throat and whispered into the phone, “Who is this?”

	“You called me. Why don’t you tell me?” the man replied tersely.

	“I’m Jack. Jack Traeger. I got this number from, uhm...” Jack paused. His anxiety blocked his memory from recalling the policeman’s name. 

	“Ambrosino?” 

	“Yes. He told me that I should—”

	“It’s me. Ambrosino. Hello, Jack.”

	“Hi. I’m sorry to bother you. It’s just that… You told me that I should call this humber if I ever needed help.”

	“That’s correct. I heard about your mother, Jack. I’m so sorry. How are you holding up?”

	“I’m, OK. It’s just… I don’t know who to talk to. I think I’m in trouble.”

	“Why do you say that, Jack?”

	“Well, you know, Mom and I had a few loud arguments over the last couple of months, and the police and neighbors know about them. And then the accident. I wasn’t even there. I would never harm her,” Jack said as his voice cracked.

	“Take it easy, Jack. Everything is going to be alright,” Ambrosino said and then paused. “You have an alibi, which means they’ll back off because they’ll see it as an accident, or they’ll continue their investigation in other directions. Just to tick some boxes to rule out foul play.”

	Jack felt a wave of relief wash over him, and he sat down on the edge of Lestor’s bed. “I was just scared that they might think I’d done it. But it wasn’t me. I swear.”

	“I know, Jack. Look, I’m heading over to the station in a bit. I’ll ask around about what’s going on. I bet you they’ve already archived the report and are busy dunking donuts while talking about baseball.” For the first time that morning, a smile appeared on Jack’s face. “Where are you now?”

	“I’m at my friend’s house. I’ll be staying here for a while, I think.”

	“Good. You need people around you during this time. Well, I’ll see what I can find out and call you later. Good luck, Jack.”

	They exchanged greetings, and Jack hung up the phone. 

	How did he know I had an alibi? Jack wondered. Then again, Ambrosino had also known about his mother’s death. Spartanburg was a small place where news traveled fast. Jack shrugged it off and returned to his mattress. 

	The panic attack from earlier had depleted his last bit of energy, and he was unable to keep his eyes open any longer. As Jack drifted off to sleep, he imagined police officers dunking their donuts into coffee amidst lively baseball debates.
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	Jack was stirred from his slumber by a rap on the door. He opened his eyes slowly, waiting for another sign to confirm that he wasn’t dreaming. 

	“Jack, I hope I didn’t disturb you, but I made some lunch for you,” the voice said. Jack sat up and yawned. He still felt a little groggy but much better than when he woke up for breakfast.

	“Thanks, Mrs. McBride. I’ll be down in a second.” Jack stretched himself out, tidied his bed, and went to the door but stopped before opening it. He pushed his index finger against his palm. Not a dream. 

	After the horrendous nightmare the night before, Jack had felt disappointed in himself for letting the dream control him. It had felt so real that at no point did he even consider doing any type of dream test. Lying there after Lestor had switched off the light, staring at the dark ceiling, Jack had decided he would test his reality as often as he could. His mom wasn’t around to yell at him for doing it during broad daylight and others would simply think it was a nervous twitch. And who could blame him for developing such a habit during such trying times? 

	Jack’s attention diverted from the doorknob down to the creases on his shirt. He regretted not taking it off before taking his nap, but it was too late. Charlene had always been pedantic about personal presentation, especially in front of outsiders. She wouldn’t have approved of him going down to lunch with a creased-up shirt like that. Jack picked up the shirt he’d worn the night before and inspected it. Creased and smelly. He shook his head as he ruffled through his bag. He should’ve packed more clothes, but considering the events that transpired and the emotional state he was in, he found it easy to forgive himself. Regardless, it was time to go back home and get more clothes. 

	 

	***

	 

	At least Jack remembered packing his Charlotte Knights baseball cap and sunglasses. Even though it was fall already, the South Carolina sun was still showing off. Jack didn’t pack in his cap and shades to fight the sun, though. They were his disguise for when he had to go out in public. If it worked for celebrities, then perhaps it would also hide him from pitiful or judgmental eyes. Also, sunglasses were great for hiding tear-filled eyes.

	Jack enjoyed the crunching under his feet as he deliberately stepped on the first-fallen leaves on the sidewalk while making his way back home. It was a welcoming, albeit temporary distraction. He knew it wouldn’t have been easy walking into the house where his mom had passed away the day before, but it needed to be done. Mrs. McBride had insisted on driving him, but Jack had reassured her that he’d be fine and that he needed to do it on his own. 

	Although the creases were still on his shirt, his mom would’ve been proud of him if she knew how he had prepared himself before going out in public. He’d taken a long hot shower, shaved, and brushed his teeth for a record-long time. It was devastating to remind himself again that Charlene would never tell him how proud she was of him ever again.

	Jack fumbled with the keys in his trembling hands before he unlocked the door. His attention was focused on the white Honda in the driveway. An inkling of hope sparked within him. He imagined himself entering the house and seeing his mother unpacking groceries in the kitchen before greeting him nonchalantly. Perhaps, regardless of all the tests he’d taken, everything was still just a bad dream. Or maybe alternate realities had collided for just one day, and all was back to normal once more.

	But that wasn’t the case. The house was empty and quiet. The whiskey stains on the carpet destroyed Jack’s last bit of delusional hope. He remained in the doorway for a moment and stared at the spot where he’d found his deceased mother. 

	A voice from behind him sliced through the silence, making Jack flinch. 

	“Hey, Jackie,” Ms. Baley said. Jack turned around to face the old lady on the porch. He wasn’t surprised. She had probably been sitting with her cat on her lap, staring out her window all day long. 

	“Hey,” Jack replied. 

	She stepped closer and gave him a hug. “How are you holding up? Could you sleep? Did you eat something today?”

	Jack feigned a smile. “Yes, I did. The McBrides are taking good care of me.”

	Ms. Baley craned her neck and peeked past Jack’s shoulder into the house. “Such a shame. I still can’t believe it. Did you hear anything from the police today?”

	Jack felt his stomach twitch. “No, I haven’t,” he lied. 

	“I see. You’re not moving back in here all by yourself, are you?”

	“No. I just stopped by to get some stuff.”

	“Good. Well, I’ll let you be. But Jack, please, if there is anything I can do to help, just let me know. Your mother and I were more than just neighbors. I’ll miss her dearly,” the old lady said with her teary sky-blue eyes.

	Jack thanked her and watched her cross the street again. He was surprised that their conversation hadn’t end in an interrogation. Perhaps she realized that it wasn’t the right time to be nosy. Or maybe she was also suspicious of him and didn’t want to spend time with a murderer. He shook the idea off and entered the house. 

	He had already decided that it was going to be an in-and-out job. He could always return another day and get whatever he needed. It would get easier with time, and Lestor’s house was just a few blocks away. Jack went straight to his room, retrieved his black duffel bag, and began inspecting his closet. It was neat—just the way Charlene had wanted it.

	Jack had just begun rifling through his clothes when his phone rang. He studied the screen, and although no name appeared, he recognized some of the numbers. 

	“Hello?”

	“Jack, where are you at the moment?”

	Jack paused. It was Ambrosino, but his tone was much different from earlier. Tense.

	“I’m at the house. Just getting some stuff. Why?”

	“Jack, I have an update for you, but I want you to remain calm, OK?”

	 Jack’s heart crashed against his ribcage. “OK,” he whispered. 

	“They’re coming, Jack. They want to bring you in for questioning.”

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 47

	 

	 

	Jack felt the earth give way underneath him. He stepped back and lowered himself onto the edge of his bed while still clutching the phone to his ear. 

	“Are you there?”

	“Yeah,” Jack whispered.

	“I sniffed around, and it seems they claim to have witnesses who overheard your fight and saw you storming out of the house.”

	Ms. Baley.

	“Now, I know you didn’t do it, Jack. But you’ll have to play along and try to remain calm. You have nothing to hide, and you have a solid alibi. It’s probably just some rookie detective who wants to catch a shine by going the extra mile. Ridiculous if you ask me.”

	“What do I do?”

	“Just go back to the McBride home and pretend as if you’re surprised when they show up. I’m not supposed to be talking to potential suspects, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything about our conversations.”

	Suspect, Jack repeated in his mind and swallowed. 

	“Jack, are you still there?”

	“Yeah. Sorry, it’s just a lot to take in. I can’t believe this is happening.”

	“Listen, kid, I gotta run. Just keep your head down and do as they say. Remember, you have nothing to hide.”

	Jack hung up and dropped his face in his palms. 

	You have nothing to hide, the words repeated in his mind. Jack snapped his head back. What if there was something he was hiding? What if Tony is hiding something from him? Would the police hook him up to a lie detector test? And what would happen if he failed it? Why would the police clamp down on him only one day after? Did they discover more coincidental evidence that made their case stronger?

	The questions kept bombarding his mind one after the other. New ones arrived while the older ones swung back again. Finally, his mind took a break from the questions and offered him a movie to watch. It was a movie about his near-distant future.

	Jack saw himself in court again with long hair, a goatee, and an orange jumpsuit. His hands were cuffed this time. Doctor Chang was on the witness bench, sharing every single detail about their sessions without caring about the confidentiality code. Next, he saw Ms. Baley giving her testimony, dramatizing her experiences, and adding a few false claims about Jack’s personality. One police officer after the next stepped up. He turned his attention to the jury and detected a few heads nodding. 

	His mind-movie flashed forward. This time, he was behind a glass wall. On the other end of the glass, a handful of people sat and watched him attentively. He couldn’t move. His hands, legs, torso, and head were strapped to the bed. Soon, the needle would come, and it would all be over.  

	Jack leaped up from the bed.

	“I gotta get out of here,” he said out loud as he pulled the curtains close. He paced up and down beside the bed with his head bowed and his heart beating out of his chest. 

	If you run, it’s a sign of guilt.

	Yeah, but there are too many coincidences. 

	Where will you run to? You have nowhere to go.

	Anywhere is better than death row.

	Don’t be stupid. The cop said he’d protect you.

	Yeah, well, what if he was just saying it to lure me in?

	That’s dumb, and you know it.

	No, it’s not. 

	Get your stuff and go back to Lestor’s. Do as the cop told you.

	Why is this happening to me? What did I do wrong? It’s not fair. 

	…

	I can’t risk it. I’m not going to die for something I didn’t do. 

	…

	Fuck it.

	Jack’s internal dialogue died as he switched to survival mode. He grabbed a few t-shirts, shorts, pants, briefs, and socks and shoved them in the duffel bag. He paused and closed his eyes. The bag dropped to the floor, and Jack sat down on the bed again. He rubbed his head, stood up, and began pacing the room again.

	Can’t take the car. They’ll be out looking for it. But perhaps not yet. No, they won’t. OK good. Take the car. Right. What then. Bus? No, no, no. Shit, cameras. I’ll need a disguise. And money… The treasure! 

	A memory of his mother flashed into his mind from a few years back. Charlene called Jack into her room around nine in the evening. She was tipsy but not completely drunk. She wanted to have a serious talk with Jack. 

	He trudged into the room and sat down on the dresser’s stool, which, for once, wasn’t covered in clothes. Charlene sat on the edge of her bed. It seemed as if she had been crying earlier. This annoyed Jack even more. He could’ve been watching TV instead of listening to the ramblings of a pathetic, sad drunk. 

	“Jackie, I want to show you something, but you need to promise that you’ll tell nobody about this,” he remembered her saying between sniffs.

	“What?” Jack uttered.

	“There might come a time when…” She paused, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply before continuing. “There might come a time when I’m no longer here to look after you.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Just life, Jackie. Life can happen. I want you to remember this. If something happens to me, there’s a little nest egg for you from Dad, and I also have a life insurance policy that will pay out when I’m no longer here.”

	Jack remembered how difficult it was not to say ‘whatever’ and run back to his room. The level of discomfort he felt was making his leg shake, but Jack forced himself to continue listening to her.

	“But apart from that, I’m hiding a small bit of money for you. For emergencies, Jack. I want you to promise me that you won’t touch it or tell anybody about it except in a real emergency. Promise me.”

	“I promise.”

	She stood up and opened her closet door. “Look,” she said and pointed at a small box with the words ‘tax documents’ written on the side in Sharpie. “At the bottom of that box, below all the receipts and other junk, I’ll place an envelope with some cash in it. For emergencies only, Jack. Promise me you won’t touch it unless it’s an emergency.”

	“I said I promise. Jeez.”

	Jack snapped back to reality. He paced into her room and plucked open the closet door. There it was—the box labeled ‘tax documents.’ Jack squatted down, ripped open the box, and plucked the top layers of papers out of the box. When he removed the last documents, his heart sank as he stared at the empty box. Just papers, no cash-filled envelope.

	He closed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose. 

	“Shit.” He opened his eyes and then smacked the box to the side with his backhand. The box didn’t topple over as Jack had expected. Instead, it just slid a few inches to the side. Jack frowned and then picked up the box. It was much heavier than an empty box was supposed to be. He inspected it inside and out and then realized what was going on. 

	A false bottom was fixed on the inside. Jack started squashing and shaking the box until a gap appeared in the bottom corner. It was just wide enough to get a finger in. He ripped open the bottom. Beneath it was an A4-sized brown envelope. Jack’s eyes widened when he pulled it out of the box. It was heavy. There’s a ton of money in here, he thought while weighing it in his hands. 

	He ripped open the envelope and peered inside. In between the mess of twenty-, fifty-, and one-hundred-dollar bills, Jack saw something else sticking out.

	The barrel of a small pistol. 

	 


 

	Chapter 48

	 

	 

	Jack stepped out of the closet and gently emptied the envelope on the bed. Crisp notes slipped out and landed on top of the tiny pistol. He slid his hand underneath the small handle and picked it up. DB9, the white letters on the side read. He rotated the gun in his hand, inspecting every angle. He’d handled a few guns before in his life. For kids growing up in South Carolina, guns were a part of life. He remembered goofing around with Lestor’s dad’s pistol when they were still in elementary school. They weren’t allowed to, but Lestor’s parents weren’t home and his dad didn’t really go out of his way to hide the gun. 

	The magazine on the DB9 slid out when Jack pressed the little square button on the handle beneath the trigger. It was loaded. Jack inserted the magazine again and made sure the safety was turned on. 

	Why did she never tell me about this? he wondered, but a shocking realization dawned upon him. She didn’t get the gun to protect herself, but exactly the opposite. 

	It all started to make sense: the reason why she called him into her room that night, why she told him about the nest egg, the ‘life happens’ speech, and the cash—she was contemplating suicide.

	Jack reflected on the many evenings he’d gotten angry when he saw his mother drinking by herself or hearing her cry in the kitchen. He’d thought she was weak. He’d thought that she just enjoyed getting drunk and was too weak to quit. But the cause of her drinking problem only became clear to Jack while inspecting the gun. The loss of her husband had crippled Charlene, causing her to seek solace at the bottom of a bottle or, worse—the bottom of a barrel. The barrel of the small gun he was holding onto.

	He put the gun down and scraped the cash together. There was no time to count it, but he estimated there was between three and five thousand dollars. It was enough to lay low for a while or get down over the border, find a low-key job, and start a new life. After the last note dropped back into the envelope, he left the bed but stopped when he got to the door. The gun. He couldn’t just leave it like that. 

	I’m not a fugitive. 

	Yes, you are.

	I don’t need a gun. Maybe I do.

	No.

	Maybe someone tries to steal the money. Then I’m totally screwed. 

	No.

	Just in case…

	Jack grabbed the small pistol and buried it in his jeans’ pocket. The five-inch barrel and snub handle fit in perfectly. Back in his room, he lifted a layer of clothing in his bag and stashed the cash-filled envelope beneath. 

	Time was running out, but he needed a minute to think. His rushed plan was desperately formulated in mini chunks, but the pieces failed to coalesce. He needed time to place them together and determine his endgame. He dropped the bag again and fell back on the bed.

	This is insane. Running away from the police with a loaded gun. Have you lost your mind?

	I don’t have a choice.

	You do. 

	I’m not going to jail. Life in jail or the death penalty? No way.

	You don’t even know if they’ll charge you. Perhaps they just want to question you and be done with it.

	…

	The suggestion stuck. Seconds before, Jack was convinced he was doing the right thing. There wasn’t much holding him back in this life anyway. He didn’t have siblings, parents, grandparents, nothing. He had a handful of acquaintances, but they had their own lives, and Jack knew he wasn’t their primary focus. They would move on. And so would he. Perhaps he would meet another drifter. A girl. Someone he could love, and they’d both go with the flow and go wherever the winds of fate would guide them. 

	The first few days would be the most crucial. He knew he had to get away as fast and far as possible and lay low until the heat dissipated. Soon after, the police would find someone else to focus on for a totally unrelated crime—a real criminal, not just a circumstantial one. And as the years passed, the case of the weird boy who could have been responsible for murdering his drunk mother and a homeless person would gather dust. And just like the rest of the people in his life, the police, too, would forget about him. 

	But now Jack was beginning to see the gaping holes in his plan. Perhaps all of that was just an overreaction. A fantasy even. 

	He breathed out a heavy sigh and leaned forward into his palms. He tried to imagine a future scenario where he didn’t run away and things turned out fine, but another shocking realization erupted in his mind. His eyes popped open.

	“No, no, no, no,” he whimpered while rocking his body back and forth. “Fucking life insurance.” 

	He closed his eyes, his mind returning to the image of him tied up on the bed with the people staring through the glass wall. That’s probably why the police were coming for him. A life insurance policy is as good as a smoking gun. He had seen that countless times on police shows—fiction and non-fiction alike. 

	Find the beneficiary of the policy, find the murderer.

	Easy.

	 

	
 

	Chapter 49

	 

	 

	Even though Jack full-heartedly believed in his innocence, he knew the circumstantial evidence was mounting up, and the outcome looked grim. His brief moment of rational tranquility was over. The stakes were too high. Once the police had him in custody, he could never get the chance to escape again. One day, he would lie there, tied down to the bed, feeling the last pain he’d ever feel as the needle entered his arm, all the while regretting that he hadn’t run away when he got tipped off by Ambrosino.

	Jack retrieved his phone and realized it had been twelve minutes since Ambrosino called. Apart from being a couple of thousand richer and in possession of a firearm, not much had changed.

	Think, Jack, think! 

	He revisited his old plan. 

	Mom’s Honda to the bus. No, not the bus. Train!

	Jack thought back to when he was younger. Jack and Lestor had taken the Sparta bus to explore the other side of town. They’d wandered around for a while, which wasn’t Lestor’s idea of fun. They’d had to take a mini break in the middle of the bridge. Peering over the railing at the stationary freight train below, they’d debated what was inside the carriages. Eventually, the conversation turned toward jumping on top of the train to see where it went. It had been a ridiculous plan at the time, but it was starting to sound plausible. 

	Need to dump the car. Must dump the phone too. CCTV cameras. Need a disguise. 

	Jack finished packing all the essentials he thought he would need and then returned to his mother’s room. After finding what he was searching for, he went back downstairs.

	The Honda’s key was lying on top of the microwave where his mom had left it so often before. Although he knew how to drive, he didn’t have a license yet. But getting pulled over for not having one was the least of his concerns regarding the law. Jack grabbed the keys, put on his baseball cap and sunglasses, and went to the front door with his black duffel bag swinging from his shoulder. He paused at the door and peeped through the spyhole. 

	The street was quiet, but Ms. Baley was probably standing behind the thin slit between her curtains. Jack exited hastily but locked the front before heading straight toward the Honda. He flung his duffel on top of the passenger seat, started the engine, and reversed out. 

	Jack hadn’t seen any police vehicles before he turned onto John B White Sr Boulevard. A mile or so down, he saw a patrol car in the opposite lane, but the officers inside seemed relaxed, as if they were on a Sunday joyride. 

	The Honda came to a halt at the Briarcliff intersection. Jack studied the red light and then all the mirrors. He made sure that his driving was near perfect. He didn’t want to lure unnecessary attention or, even worse, cause an accident. 

	So far, so good, Jack thought. The next parts of his plan were risky, but Jack had thought of an ingenious idea to pull it off. He adjusted the mirror slightly to get a better view of his face. He swiveled his head while sliding his palms over his smoothly shaven cheeks and then adjusted the mirror back. The light turned green, and Jack accelerated. 

	Jack felt surprisingly clear-headed as he pulled into the driveway heading to Spartanburg train station. It was as if his mind had made peace with his plans and was honed on execution only. Perhaps his subconscious mind had realized that the plan was his best chance of long-term survival.

	The parking lot in front of the small brick station building was as empty as it usually was. Jack saw a spot in the corner under the trees that would be the perfect place to leave the car. After pulling up the handbrake, he studied his surroundings with the utmost care. He saw a twenty-something African American man swagger out of the poor excuse for a station building and head out toward Magnolia Street. Jack waited for the area to be completely desolate again and then opened his duffel bag. 

	He had to slide back the seat to make more space to change his clothes. He didn’t need more room to change his bottom half—his jeans and sneakers would suffice—but the steering wheel might have gotten in the way of him putting on the strapless bra.

	Misdirection was the only way to buy more time to escape Spartanburg. The police would be out searching for a seventeen-year-old boy with short black hair, not a blond woman with terrible make-up skills. Jack struggled with the bra. Kevin was the first to explain how to take off a bra many years ago, and many boys followed suit in the years to follow. But nowhere in any high school ever did teenage boys learn from their peers how to put a bra back on a girl. 

	He struggled to get the clasp in behind his back and had to remove it so he could see how it worked again. During that time, it didn’t even occur to him how weird it was to put on his dead mother’s bra. His mind was purely focused on implementing the plan and escaping in time. After numerous attempts, Jack finally got the bra clasps to click in and stay in place. He readjusted the bra and retrieved two pairs of socks to fill the cups. Next, he put on his own plain black t-shirt and then his mom’s baby-blue hoodie—the one she loved to wear around the house. 

	Earlier, when he was going through his mother’s cupboard, he wasn’t sure if she still had the blond wig from when she’d dressed up as Marilyn Monroe for Halloween. He was ecstatic when he found it hidden behind a hanging coat.  He studied his transformation in the mirror while puffing away the strands of blond tickling his face. Next came the lipstick. He had watched his mom dab on her lipstick countless times in countless locations. It seemed easy. Fortunately, there was no need for mascara. He’d wear his mother’s sunglasses until he was far enough away from town. 

	He took out his phone and checked his messages one last time. His phone had one more function to serve and then he’d have to destroy it. 

	
 

	Chapter 50

	 

	 

	His mind switched gears from being rational, cold, and calculated to overly emotional. Having to part with his phone was one thing, but saying goodbye to Doctor Chang and Lestor threw him down a bottomless pit of misery. Although he’d felt isolated and alone for most of his life—even in the presence of people—from that point on, he would literally have nobody left in his life. Jack swallowed and inhaled deeply through his nostrils before starting the last conversation ever with the people he loved.

	I’m sorry it had to come to this. I want you to know that I’m innocent. I would never hurt my mother. I loved her. But it seems like there are too many coincidences that point toward me doing bad things. I can’t risk being here anymore. 

	Jack paused for a second and swiveled his head around. Misdirection, Jack. Think. He read his text again, scrunched his nose, and continued typing.

	This is the last message you’ll get from me in a while. Don’t worry about me. I know how to take care of myself. When I settle down in the North, I’ll let you know. Please don’t tell the police about this message. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. J

	Jack didn’t press send yet. Instead, he copied the entire message to his clipboard. Then he went into his browser and cleared his search history. He deleted all the other apps off his phone and then all the other Snikr conversations. Afterward, he opened a new conversation with Lestor, pasted the message, and pressed send. He did the same with Doctor Chang. 

	The very last thing Jack had to do on his phone was check the train schedule for Amtrak. Just as he had expected, there was a delay. The next train up north, if everything went well, would arrive in two hours. Perfect.

	Lestor would be hesitant for a while but would cave in soon after and inform his mother of the message. Perhaps that would be the time the police arrived at their home. They would go to Jack’s last known location and discover that the Honda was missing. The police would focus their search efforts on a white Honda heading north.

	It was more difficult to predict Doctor Chang’s actions. Would he alert the authorities straight away? Or would he be on Jack’s side and buy him more time? It didn’t really matter. In either case, the police would follow up on Jack’s last location and follow the same strategy. All roads led north. But Jack wasn’t going north. Neither in the Honda nor in the train. 

	Jack pulled the light blue hood over his blond wig, slid on his mother’s oversized sunglasses, and studied himself in the mirror one last time. He investigated the interior of the car to ensure that he had everything he needed. Jack slid the phone down in the gap between the seat and the door with ease, and it made a thud when it fell onto the carpet beneath the driver seat—its final resting place. 

	Jack seized the duffel bag, exited the car, and locked the door. He turned around and froze. A patrol car was coming down the driveway from Magnolia Street toward the station. 

	“Shit,” Jack whispered, unlocked the car, and jumped back in. His heartbeat felt more prominent than ever before as it bounced against the tight bra. His eyes remained firmly locked on the mirror. The patrol car appeared in the mirror, and Jack readjusted himself in his seat.

	Look busy, he thought and leaned over to the glove compartment. He opened it and took out the first thing he could get his hands on—a handful of receipts. When he straightened out his back again, his eyes caught a glimpse of the patrol car as it came to a halt in front of the station. Jack sat back in his seat and readjusted the mirror toward the vehicle.

	“No, no, no,” he whispered while fidgeting with the crumpled receipts in his lap. The police vehicle remained stationary, but none of the officers climbed out of the car. Jack began contemplating his contingency plans. He could just exit the vehicle right now and walk away. But then again, his mother had always said that people shouldn’t wander alone through that part of town. What if the police saw him, a woman, walking all by herself and asked her where she was going or if she needed a ride somewhere safe?

	He could start the car and drive off, but that would foil his whole plan. Also, wouldn’t it look suspicious when the only car in the parking lot drove off as soon as the police arrived? 

	“Shit,” Jack whispered again and lowered his head. “Think, think, think.”

	He glanced up at the mirror again. The police vehicle began moving forward slowly. It disappeared out of view, causing Jack to tilt his head over his shoulder to see what was happening. The police vehicle crawled onto the empty gravel yard, making a slow U-turn. It faced Jack’s direction again and continued at a snail’s pace forward. Jack lowered his head but kept his eyes on the mirror. The car appeared and disappeared. Jack darted his eyes into the driver’s side mirror and saw the vehicle disappear for the last time.

	Thank God, he thought and exhaled deeply. Let’s try again. 

	Jack grabbed the duffel, locked the door, and walked away. He paused at the tree line and peeked past the greenery just in time to see the police vehicle turn left onto Magnolia Street. He adjusted the bag over his shoulder and walked away from the car and the train station building. 

	It was only another ten-to-fifteen-minute walk until his next stop, but to Jack, it felt like hundreds of miles across enemy lines. 

	
 

	Chapter 51

	 

	 

	When Jack made a right onto Magnolia, he realized how soaked he was underneath his shirt. He had only been walking for a little over a hundred yards, but the adrenaline from earlier had left its mark. The hoodie under the South Carolina sun didn’t help much either, but just like the sunglasses, he had no intention of removing it soon. From under the sunglasses, Jack’s eyes darted around. A person walking around with their head on a swivel attracts attention, but nobody could see chameleon eyes under oversized shades. 

	Jack clenched his jaw when his eyes fell on the sign of the face brick building to his right. One Courthouse Square. When Jack drafted his plan, he hadn’t realized that, ironically, his escape route would take him past the back of the Spartanburg County Courthouse. 

	The manifested courthouse reel began replaying in his mind. The one where he’d been standing in his orange jumpsuit with his hands cuffed seconds before the judge had sentenced him to death. His strides widened, and his breathing accelerated as he made his way toward St. John Street. 

	Jack entered the home straight: Liberty Street. He would find his freedom only two blocks down on the right, but first, he had to get past the three unsavory characters that were loitering at the back of T’s Wings & Grill. With his head still down, Jack stuck his hands down his pockets and gripped the handle of the small pistol. When the three men were about twenty yards away from Jack, one locked his eyes on Jack and elbowed the one with the bomber jacket next to him. Jack looked over his shoulder and then started crossing the road.

	“Where you goin’, baby?” the man shouted and followed up with a wolf whistle. The other two snickered before the howling began. Jack kept his head down and increased his pace while his grip on the pistol tightened.

	“Yo, baby. What’s your name?”

	“Yeah, what’s the rush? Come over here. I got somethin’ I wanna show you.”

	Jack lifted his head slightly toward them when he reached the other side of the road. All three had ear-to-ear smiles on their faces.

	“She’s checking you out, bro,” one said. 

	“Hold up, girl. Let me talk to you real quick!” one man yelled and stepped off the curb, heading in Jack’s direction. Jack scanned his surroundings but found nobody else except the three sketchy men—no other witnesses. He tightened his grip on the pistol and lengthened his strides. 

	“Ah fuck you then!” Jack heard the stalker shout, followed by boisterous laughter from the other two. He kept going while the whistling and shouting dissipated behind him. 

	Up ahead, he saw the building that would be his last stop in Spartanburg. A few people were hanging around outside the two-story face brick building, but there were no signs of police officers or patrol cars. Jack was certain that by the time he arrived at Spartanburg Passenger Center, the police would’ve arrived at Lestor’s house. The search for the alleged mother-murderer had probably commenced already. Every second counted.

	The ticket administrator’s eyes behind the glass partition didn’t reveal much about her except that she despised every second of being there. She grunted something at the first person in line, who leaned closer to the half-moon gap in the glass above the countertop. She rolled her eyes and mumbled something again before the elderly man slid a few notes through the gap. 

	Jack glanced around the interior. His eye caught the vending machines against the back wall past the rows of metal seats in the waiting area. He didn’t have an appetite at that point, but the day was still long, and he needed to remain hydrated. 

	The lady in front of him waddled toward the counter and greeted the attendant, who chose to remain silent. A conversation ensued between the two, but Jack didn’t pay much attention until the heavy lady in the tight tracksuit raised her voice.

	“But why?”

	The attendant grunted something and turned her eyes toward the glass wall facing the street. 

	“Excuse me?”

	“Those are the rules!” the attendant shouted. 

	“Don’t raise your voice at me. I’m asking you a simple question.”

	The attendant leaned forward and spoke through the half-moon gap, ensuring that she wouldn’t have to repeat herself. “Those are the rules. No ID, no ticket. Alright? I don’t make the rules around here. If you don’t have an ID, then please step out of the line so I can help the lady behind you. Thank you.”

	The attendant fell back in her chair, turned her gaze toward the street again, and smacked her lips. The lady in the tracksuit remained quiet, shook her head, and headed toward the door. 

	“Next.”

	Jack couldn’t move. His eyes were planted on the ticket counter, but he could have been staring at a blank wall. The turmoil of thoughts had blinded him from the world before him. 

	No ID, no ticket. 

	“I said next. Move along. I don’t have all day.”

	Jack jolted, lowered his head, and walked toward the exit. 

	“What’s wrong with these damn people today? Next.”

	No ID, no ticket. He didn’t bring his mother’s driver’s license or any other form of identification. Why would he? Even if he did try to use it, any sane person could clearly see he wasn’t Charlene Traeger. Also, if the police came asking about a Jack Traeger, they would discover that a dead Traeger woman bought a bus ticket, which would immediately put them on his scent. 

	After stumbling out of the building, he searched for a place to sit down for a minute. He needed a second to think. He needed fresh air. The waiting hall had been closing in on him, but he experienced the same feeling outside after exiting the building. He had to figure a way out of the dead-end street. If there even was a way out.

	Even if he headed back, Amtrak would most likely have the same requirements. How was he supposed to leave town dressed as a woman with no formal form of identification to match? The Honda seemed like the only option left, but the more he considered the idea, the more he felt his gut protesting. 

	Jack dropped the bag on the sidewalk and sank down to the curb. He curled forward, resting his forehead on his forearms, his mind racing in desperation. The weight of his situation bore down on him, pressing him into the concrete, leaving him grasping for any thread of hope, any potential plan, in the chaotic storm of his thoughts.

	 

	
 

	Chapter 52

	 

	 

	Jack lifted his head as the unmistakable sound of a bus grew louder. Just around the corner, a Greyhound bus coasted to a halt. A broad-shouldered man dressed in casual, all-black attire and wearing a blue backpack strode past Jack toward the bus. The bus driver scrambled down the stairs and instructed the man in black to wait by the door. A mother and daughter exited the bus and waited for the driver to open the luggage compartment. 

	The bus continued to idle while Jack observed the driver retrieving the two passengers’ luggage. The scrawny man must’ve been close to retirement and seemed to have lost pride in his appearance long ago. His shirt was creased and the top three buttons were undone. After slamming the luggage door shut, he dragged his palm back through his gray, oil-slicked hair and shoved a cigarette under the gray caterpillar on his upper lip. The new passenger stood patiently by the door, awaiting the driver’s instructions to board the bus, but the driver couldn’t care less.  

	Several desperately deep drags later, the driver strolled toward the new passenger while clutching the smoking cigarette behind his back. He checked the passenger’s ticket and license card and nodded. The driver walked back toward the bus's rear to finish his cigarette. Jack saw an opportunity. 

	He unzipped the duffel bag and stuck his hand under the first layer of clothing. He glanced around and then retrieved three hundred dollars from the envelope, crumpled the notes in his hand, and shoved them in his hoodie’s pouch. He closed the duffel, leaped up and walked toward the driver while bouncing the bag in position behind his shoulder. 

	The driver didn’t pay any attention to Jack as he approached. Instead, his eyes remained fixed on the road behind the bus while smoke cascaded from his nostrils over his mustache. 

	“Excuse me, sir,” Jack said in the most feminine voice he could muster. “I would like to buy a ticket from you, but I don’t have an ID.”

	The driver scrunched his nose and leaned forward to study Jack’s face. He turned his gaze toward the road again and took another drag. “You’ll need to go sort that out with the people inside. Can’t help ya,” he said as puffs of smoke wisped from his face. 

	Jack swiveled his head, took a step closer, and seized the man by the upper arm. “Look, sir. I need to get out of here. I have a jealous ex that wants to hurt me, and he must never know which direction I went. Can you please help me? I’ll make it worth your while,” he said while exhibiting just the tops of the hundred-dollar bills from his poach. 

	“Jealous ex, huh?” the man grunted after studying the notes. He took a final drag and flicked the smoking stub to the ground. “Can’t help you!” he bellowed out much louder than anything he said before. 

	Jack flinched but then saw the man wink. He stepped closer to Jack and began whispering in his ear. “Where you headin’?”

	“Anywhere.”

	“And all of that is mine?” He gestured toward the money.

	“Yes.”

	“I’m heading toward Atlanta, but I’ll need to drop you off somewhere before we reach the station. Alright?”

	“Fine.”

	The driver shook his head and pointed toward the ticket office entrance. “I can’t help ya. Go talk to someone inside,” he said and then leaned closer again. “Get on out of here. Make it quick. I’ll pick you up around the block in front of Morgan Square. I’ll stall a bit—give you time to get there. Now go on. Get out of here.”

	Jack nodded and turned around. He knew exactly where to go. About twenty yards away, Jack heard the Greyhound’s engine turn off, but he didn’t turn around to investigate. He understood that the driver's actions were a deliberate attempt to buy him a few crucial minutes to reach their rendezvous point.

	Two blocks down, Jack turned right onto Church and looked up at the first office building on the right. Two Morgan Square. It was a modern three-story office building with a water feature in front. Two flights of stairs ran up from the sidewalk beside the pond and curved around the little waterfalls toward the double glass doors that served as the main entrance to the building. There were no trees outside, which made Jack feel exposed. 

	He walked toward the water feature and stopped beside the bronze statue of a mother holding her child sitting on the pond’s edge. The splashing water did subdue the noise coming from Church Street somewhat, but he would still have been able to hear a bus pulling up. 

	For a few moments, Jack got lost in the hypnotizing dance of the fountain. He wanted to remain in that position until the bus arrived. Police could be zipping past behind him and wouldn’t give him a second glance. He was just a blond girl taking time out from her busy day to enjoy the fountain. 

	A well-groomed, thirty-something man wearing a blue suit exited the glass doors above Jack. He lit up a cigarette but remained close to the door. Jack’s head remained lowered, but he could still detect the man’s stare with his peripheral vision. Perhaps I should’ve used one sock instead of two, he thought as he dropped his gaze down to his fake breasts. Jack peeked over his shoulder briefly but still didn’t see or hear the bus.

	Jack thought for a second about asking the man for the time, but that would draw unnecessary attention. Why was the driver taking so long? Jack felt a sense of unease creep up in him, and the man staring at him from the doors didn’t help lower his anxiety. Jack turned around and walked back toward the Dunbar Street intersection—the way from which he had come.

	The first thing Jack’s eyes caught when he walked around the corner were blue lights flashing two hundred yards away. The Greyhound was still there, and through squinted eyes, Jack could see the police officers talking to the gray-headed bus driver.

	
 

	Chapter 53

	 

	 

	Jack scampered to his left over the small patch of grass and flattened himself against the wall, using a six-foot, neatly pruned tree as cover. He leaned forward and peered around the smoothly trimmed edges of the tree. It was happening—the search was on. Why else would the police be there if not looking for him?

	His legs grew weak, and Jack slid down against the wall into a squatting position. If the police were already at the bus station, they would probably be at the train station too. By then, they would’ve found the Honda and, most probably, his phone. Jack shook his head.

	His plan was failing fast. It all seemed so easy when he’d left the house. How did they react so quickly? Who was the first to tell them he was on the run? Lestor or Doctor Chang? 

	“Shit, shit, shit,” Jack whispered. “Think, Jack, think.”

	It’s not too late. Go turn yourself in.

	I can’t.

	You can.

	I’m a fugitive now. One with a gun and money from the woman I allegedly murdered.

	They’ll understand if you explain it to them. 

	And what if they don’t? 

	Maybe the police are there for a different reason?

	You know that’s not true. 

	Dump the gun and the cash, and go turn yourself in. 

	I can’t just leave a loaded gun in the street.

	Jack pushed himself up, strode around the corner, past the fountain, and continued north. He didn’t know where to go yet, but adding distance between himself and the bus station was all that mattered. As he turned his head to watch out for traffic when crossing Commerce Street, Jack saw a black van parked under the trees on the opposite side of Church Street. His mind veered off to the first night he suffered amnesia. When Father O’Reilly had showed up, Jack had seen a similar black van parked on the other side of the road. 

	Jack dropped his gaze toward his hands and did another desperate dream test. He would’ve traded everything in the world to realize he was dreaming. To wake up in a sweat and hear his mother shouting at him from the other side of the door. He’d rush to get ready and give her the biggest hug he’d ever given her when he met her in the kitchen. Lestor would arrive soon after, and everything would be fine. 

	But it wasn’t a dream. 

	Jack adjusted the straps of his duffel bag on his shoulder and shoved his hands in his pockets. He slid his fingertip gently over the pistol’s barrel in his pocket. His mind conjured a new reel for him to consume. This time, he was cowering behind a five-foot-high brick boundary wall while gunshots were echoing around him, cracking the wall on the other side and whizzing over his head while the blue and red lights bounced off the random house in front of him. 

	Jack pulled himself out of the mind-movie and realigned his focus on his surroundings. He realized that the main roads were no-go zones and made his way over the Church and St. John intersection as fast as he could. On the other end, he began jogging until he could turn down a quiet side road. Up ahead was the Magnolia Street intersection. He was almost back where he started. The Honda was his last chance. If the police weren’t at the station yet, he would get into the Honda and zigzag through the side streets until he could get into the countryside and then reassess his plan. It was a long shot, but one that was worth the risk. 

	By the time Jack turned on Magnolia, the sun was preparing to show off the autumn golden hour. A sense of hopelessness expanded within Jack. The day was almost done, and he was almost back to where he had started. 

	Some plan, Jack, he thought as he continued toward the shadier part of Magnolia Street. Past Daniel Morgan Avenue, the buildings fell victim to neglect and amateur graffiti artists. But it was just over fifty yards before he would get to the driveway that led back to the train station.

	Just after the double-story brick eyesore called the Baber-Rhyne building, Jack turned his head left to inspect the driveway leading up to the station. Jack couldn’t see the Honda. The tree line curved and obscured the view of the car from Magnolia Street—another reason Jack had thought it was the perfect parking spot. But from that angle next to the Baber-Rhyne building, Jack could see the station building in the distance. And in front of it, he could clearly see the two patrol cars with their lights flashing. Jack retreated immediately out of the line of sight, back onto Magnolia. 

	Jack paced up and down in front of the abandoned Baber-Rhyne building that used to be a diner. He ignored his surroundings as he tried to reach deep inside his mind. He needed to get creative. All the ‘easy’ ways out of town were compromised. There had to be another way.

	A long, blue pickup with a white stripe pulled over on the other side of Magnolia. Jack looked up just in time as the middle-aged man rolled down the window of his old Ford Crew Cab.

	“Afternoon, ma’am,” he said, tipping the peak of his white oil-stained cap. Jack remained quiet and put his hands in his pockets.

	“You need a ride? This isn’t the best part of town for a lady to be out by herself, you know?”

	Jack nodded. The disappointments throughout the day had shredded his optimism to pieces. He couldn’t think of any other way out of town. The blue and white pickup was Jack’s only option.  

	Jack cleared his throat. “Where are you heading?”

	“West. Mill Spring. You know it?” the man asked while dragging his eyes slowly over Jack’s fake body.

	Jack thought for a moment. The town didn’t ring any bells, but he did know that Columbus was in that direction, and the interstate ran through it. He also realized that this man wasn’t a Samaritan. In fact, if Jack hadn’t been wearing the wig and fake boobs, the man probably wouldn’t even have noticed him. 

	“I’m heading to Columbus.”

	The man smiled, revealing more wrinkles under his grizzled stubble. “It’s on the way. Hop on in. I could do with some company.”

	Jack’s countenance didn’t change. He crossed the road expressionless, got in the passenger side, placed the duffel between his feet, and fastened the safety belt.

	The man snorted. “No need for that, ma’am. I’m not planning to crash the truck,” he said. His eyes lingered on the belt sliding through Jack’s cleavage for a second. Jack folded his arms, and the man pulled back onto Magnolia. 

	Jack leaned back to inspect the flashing lights in front of the station as they passed. 

	As the lights disappeared behind the tree lines on the other side of the rail crossing, Jack diverted his attention back to the man in the blue, oil-stained coveralls scratching between his legs while whistling along to Hank Williams. 


 

	Chapter 54

	 

	 

	The pickup was cruising steadily through the northern reaches of Spartanburg while old-school country music croaked through the struggling speakers. The interior of the pickup, even for its age, looked more loved and looked after than the man driving her. Jack sneaked a peak at the driver every so often. Instead of dropping down the sun visor, the man pulled down the peak of his cap to block the descending sun from his eyes. Since Jack had sat down, the driver had tried his best to ignite a conversation, but Jack remained solemn and short in his replies. 

	“You got some family up in Columbus, Mindy?” he said and flashed a glance at Jack.

	“A friend.”

	“A friend? Alright. Is this like a special friend?” the man said while making rabbit ears with his fingers on the steering wheel. He giggled after making his suggestive comment, which turned into a wet cough. Jack, on the other hand, didn’t move a muscle on his face. 

	“It’s a good friend,” Jack said and then peeked over his shoulder again. 

	“You seem a little nervous. Is everything OK?”

	“Yeah. I’m fine.”

	“You got nothing to worry about when you’re with Frank Jepson, lemme tell ya.”

	Jack nodded and turned his gaze toward the passing homes. The sun was getting lower, and soon, he’d probably need to take off his sunglasses to avoid suspicion. He was considering telling Frank that he had an eye infection or perhaps a light-sensitive eye condition, or maybe nothing at all. It was none of Frank’s damn business whether he chose to wear sunglasses or not. He shouldn’t have to explain anything to the creep. 

	“She’s about to leave us,” Frank said and pointed toward the orange sun tickling the treetops. “Yeah, another day gone.”

	Jack feigned a smile. Frank turned his full attention toward Jack. “Say, Mindy. Can you keep a secret?”

	The sun was bouncing brightly off Jack’s sunglasses, but Frank could probably still see his eyes rolling under the lenses. Jack tried his best to act naturally and replied with a quick ‘sure.’

	“Why don’t you reach on back there and get us each a cold one from the cooler?”

	Jack turned his head slowly toward Frank, making sure he could read the disgust on his face. 

	“Just one sundowner. Come on, we’ll be fine, I promise. I do this all the time.”

	“No thanks.”

	“Well, would you mind passing me one then? If it’s not too much to ask?” Frank said with one palm waving in the air. Jack sighed, leaned back, and dug into the blue cooler behind the driver’s seat. About five Coors Light cans were floating in the molten ice, with the last surviving mini-icebergs floating in between. Jack handed the can to Frank, who dried it against his chest before pressing it against the steering wheel and cracking it open with his dirty nail.

	Frank took a few deep gulps and belched. “Oops! If she’s not paying rent, she’s gotta move on out of here, I say,” Frank said and chuckled before taking another sip.

	Jack remained silently staring through the passenger window toward the flat landscape that was losing its color quickly. The sun was retreating below the tree line, and Jack felt relieved knowing they would reach Columbus before it was pitch dark outside. He’d been paying close attention to the direction signs and distance indicators. While he was staring out the passenger window, his peripheral vision detected Frank’s glances in his direction every so often. 

	He had always thought life would be so much easier being a woman. They don’t get atomic wedgies, nuclear noogies, and dick flicks from their friends. But after a day of being disguised as a woman, Jack changed his mind. He couldn’t wait to revert to being Jack instead of being Mindy. 

	The trees on the side of the road had become denser, blocking out most of the dusk light. Frank switched on the headlights. In the distance, Jack saw the road inclining. A wave of relief washed over Jack as they drove over the interstate and the signs for Columbus appeared. But Frank didn’t decelerate. 

	“You need to make a left, Frank. That’s the Columbus ramp coming up,” Jack said while pointing at the sign on the right. 

	“I just need to make a quick stop.”

	“You can drop me off here then,” Jack said, but the truck continued past the turn-off. “Where are you going?”

	“Relax, will ya? My little place is just up ahead. I need to grab a few things before shootin’ off to Columbus.”

	“I thought you said you were going to Mill Spring,” Jack said, finding it hard to manage his temper.

	Frank scratched his bristled cheeks and then produced a smile. “Hanging out with a pretty little princess got old Frank all wound up, you know? Seeing that I’m taking you to Colombus, I might just as well go see if I can find a little somethin’ for myself. Can’t go looking like this, though,” he said and pointed at his dirty coveralls. 

	A moment of silence followed before Frank continued. “Except if you want to do old Frank a favor in return for the ride, you know? We can have a few drinks, dance a little… Old Frank will take good care of you. Promise. You can take that to the bank.”

	At that point, Jack couldn’t contain his rage anymore. “Look at me, Frank,” Jack said and ripped off his sunglasses. “I’m not a woman. OK? I’m not what you’re looking for.”

	Frank nodded with a smile. “You’re still a pretty little thing, ain’t ya? Old Frank doesn’t mind.”

	 

	
 

	Chapter 55

	 

	 

	Jack felt the rage erupt in him. After everything he’d been through, now he also had to deal with the advances of an old pervert. 

	“Not gonna happen. I’m not like that. Now drop it.”

	Frank’s smile evaporated instantly. “Fine,” he said and scoffed. “Don’t get your sexy panties all up in a twist. Old Frank is just a little lonely, that’s all.”

	“Drop me off here, now.”

	“Relax, will ya? Jeez. I said I’m sorry. Man will never know if he doesn’t ask, right? Look, here we are,” Frank said as he put on his indicator. 

	A dirt track on the left became visible next to two rusty school buses without wheels and windows, which had been patiently waiting for years for the tall brown grass to engulf them. On the other side of the gravel track stood a tractor that seemed to have been abandoned right after World War II. The pickup turned left and began bumping along the dirt track. About three hundred yards in, the dirt road circled around a few face-brick buildings with rusty roofs. Scattered around the neglected structures were the corpses of cars trapped in the tall brown grass.

	Although Jack felt uneasy about stopping at the creep’s place, he felt comfort in the fact that Frank’s place wasn’t far away from the main road and that Jack still had the loaded pistol in his pocket. 

	“Be right back. Just gonna throw on a fresh set of clothes, and we’ll be on our way. You can have a beer while you wait,” Frank said before he climbed out of the truck. Jack watched him as he walked past the tire swing and disappeared around the corner of what seemed to be a workshop. Jack breathed a sigh. 

	Relax, everything will be alright.

	The last bit of dusk still revealed enough of the depression surrounding Jack. Living all alone out there in the middle of nowhere between car wrecks and stacked tires couldn’t have been easy. He studied the boarded-up windows of the workshop. Either Old Frank didn’t have money for windows, or he’d had to close them up to keep the criminals out. Living so close to the access road and highway probably made him a prime target for burglars. Not that there was much for the taking.

	Jack felt his annoyance level decrease. Perhaps he overreacted a little. Frank seemed like a kind man. A little too horny, perhaps, and maybe a little too fond of beer. But still, living the life of Frank seemed worth his sympathy. Jack knew what it was like to feel alone, to be discarded by the world. He’d always had those feelings deep within. Some days they were worse than others. 

	Jack turned his gaze from the dilapidated buildings toward the tire dangling from the tree. Did Frank have a family? Why else would he have a tire swing in his yard? Perhaps his wife had caught him cheating with a “little somethin’” and had left with the children. Or perhaps she’d gotten fed up with his drinking. If there was anybody who knew what it was like to share a house with a drunk, it was Jack. 

	Jack immediately suppressed a rising memory of his mother. Now was not the time for mourning. That would come later. Escaping and staying alive needed to be front and center. Jack ran the scenario of his near-distant future through his mind. Frank would return soon, probably wearing a creased dress shirt with ketchup stains and reeking of cheap cologne. Jack would tell Frank that his friend lived close to the bus station in Columbus. Frank would drop him off and go on his merry way to God-knows-what type of seedy place to find his  “little somethin’.” Jack would wait for the next bus and do exactly the same as he’d done in Spartanburg. If the bribe trick worked on one bus driver there, it would surely work on another in Columbus. 

	What’s taking him so long? 

	Jack scoffed and diverted his attention to the interior of the pickup. He opened the glove box. Inside was nothing but the owner’s manual and a couple of cassettes without covers. After closing the box, he swiveled his head back and inspected the empty backseat and the cooler box below. Beer was out of the question. He needed to stay focused. But perhaps there was a lost can of Coke in there somewhere. It had been a long afternoon without any snacks or drinks. Jack opened the lid and swirled the floating cans around but found nothing else save for beer.

	The passenger door flung open, and before Jack could see why, he felt a coarse hand gripping his throat. The force pushed him off balance, causing his head to collide with the driver’s seat. His blond hairpiece slid sideways, and through his other widened eye that wasn’t covered up by the disheveled wig, Jack saw Frank’s gritted teeth, his erratic eyes, and a red rag crumpled up in the other hand.

	The pungent chemicals struck Jack’s nostrils like acid-dipped spikes when Frank shoved the rag into his face. Frank had pinned Jack’s right arm against his leg, and Jack’s other arm was trapped in the cooler behind the driver’s seat. 

	“Shhhh,” Frank whispered in Jack’s ear. Jack kicked back, but Frank’s weight didn’t allow for much movement. Jack could feel his eyes getting heavier and his body weaker, but he continued to squirm. 

	“Shhh, there we go. Good boy,” Frank whispered again.

	With the last bit of energy Jack could summon, he slid the pistol from his pocket while Frank’s body was still on top, unlocked the safety, and fired a shot. 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 56

	 

	 

	Frank yelled and coiled up, letting go of the rag and Jack’s neck. Jack gasped for air while Frank whimpered. Apart from his ears singing from the gunshot, the cabin was spinning too. Whatever was on the rag was now inside Jack’s system. Through the confusion, Jack realized he was still clutching the gun and it was within reach of Frank. Jack leaned back and shoved his feet into Frank’s head and shoulder. Frank fell back onto the dirt and continued howling. 

	After a few deep breaths, Jack regained his focus. He ripped the wig away from his face and clambered out of the passenger seat. A dark blotch was growing bigger above Frank’s hip where his blood-covered hands were clutching with all their might.

	“You shot me! You fucking shot me,” Frank yelled in a high-pitched cracking voice. He curled over on his side, inspected his wet and red hands, and began sobbing.

	Jack raised the gun and stepped closer. “What was on the rag?”

	Frank responded solely with sobs.

	“Tell me!” Jack screamed and kicked Frank’s leg.

	“I was just, I was… I’m just so lonely,” Frank howled. “Don’t shoot me. Please. I need a hospital. Take me to the hospital.”

	Jack lowered the gun and closed his eyes while Frank continued to whimper.

	You just shot someone.

	Fuck! I know, alright?

	You’re a fugitive wanted for alleged murder. And now you shot someone.

	It was self-defense. I had no choice.

	You should’ve handed yourself in. None of this would’ve happened.

	It’s too late now.

	It’s not.

	“Why the fuck did you do that, Frank?” Jack yelled and kicked his leg again.

	“I don’t want to die. Please. Call the ambulance.”

	“Shit!” Jack began pacing back and forth. “Why did you make me do that?” he yelled, but Frank didn’t respond. 

	I’m not going to jail for this piece of shit. 

	You can’t leave him here to die.

	Why not? He was probably going to kill me!

	If you call the police, it could be self-defense. If you leave him here to die, it’s murder.

	Jack scratched his head with vigor. 

	“OK. Alright. We can do this. You’re coming with me. I’m going to take your truck. I’ll drop you off at the ER in Columbus. If you try anything, so help me God, I will shoot you in the head. Do you understand?”

	“Yes,” Frank whispered. 

	“What else do you have on you?”

	“I only have a few dollars, but you can take it.”

	“I meant weapons. What do you have in your pockets?”

	“Nothing, I swear.”

	Jack stepped closer and patted Frank down with his right hand, his left still gripping the pistol. In the top slit of his coveralls were the keys to the truck, but the rest of him was clear. “Turn over.” Frank rolled onto his side, and Jack patted down the backs of his legs. 

	“Now get up and get into the passenger side. Where’s your phone?”

	“I left it in the house.”

	“Good. Now get up.”

	Frank pushed himself up onto his knees, his right hand still clutching his hip. 

	“Let’s go. Come on!”

	“I can’t.”

	“Do it, or you’ll die right here,” Jack yelled.

	Frank shook his head, pushed himself to his feet, and squealed. He remained hunched as he stumbled toward the open passenger door. The cabin light was shining bright in the last dying moments of dusk. Frank pushed himself onto the seat and then dropped his hand behind the driver’s seat. 

	Jack saw Frank’s hand sneaking back. “What are you doing? Get your hand out, or I’ll shoot,” Jack commanded.

	Frank grimaced. “The cold can. It will slow down the bleeding,” he said, revealing a can of Coors. He pushed it against his hip using both hands. 

	“I’ll get behind the wheel now. The gun will be in my left hand. If you try anything, I’ll shoot you. Understood?”

	Frank nodded in agony. 

	Jack jogged around the hood of the pickup while keeping his eyes fixed on Frank, but Frank remained coiled up over the can. Jack fell into the seat and slid the key into the ignition. The pickup came to life with ease. Jack turned on the headlights, put the truck in drive, and began making a U-turn over the patches of grass while gripping the pistol in his left hand. 

	“My phone. I need my phone.”

	“Forget about your phone. Keep your hands on the wound.”

	The truck made its way back over the dirt track toward the main road. The interstate was mere minutes away, and from there, Colombus would be just around five miles out. Jack would follow the signs and drop Frank off around the block from the hospital. This would give him enough time to dump Frank’s truck and catch the next bus. Or otherwise, try to hitch another ride. At the start of the escape, Jack had thought it would be too risky to hitchhike. But after Frank, Jack knew how to handle himself in the case of another threatening situation.

	The night had completely engulfed everything, and the only thing Jack could see was the fifty yards of dirt track ahead, illuminated by the weak headlights of the old pickup. The main road appeared in view, and Jack slowed down a little when he turned onto it and then accelerated. Frank remained silent, save for a soft groan whenever the pickup bounced over uneven spots in the road.

	Jack kept his attention fixed on the yellow divider line but darted his eyes toward Frank every few seconds. The pistol remained clamped between Jack’s hand and the steering wheel. The road began veering to the left as a hill approached. Jack remembered this little hill after they had crossed the highway. The turn-off was just up ahead. They’d be in Columbus within the next five minutes.

	The bend began smoothing out as the truck cruised effortlessly up the small hill. When they reached the top, Jack slammed the brakes. His blood froze as the truck came to a halt. Ahead, about five hundred yards downhill, a number of police vehicles were blocking the road. 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 57

	 

	 

	“Help me!” Frank yelled in vain. Even if the windows were down, it was still too far away for the police to hear his croaking voice. 

	Jack turned off the headlights and put the truck in reverse.

	Are they here for me? Did they see me?

	When Jack couldn’t spot any headlights in the dark behind them, he started backing up.

	“Where are you taking us?” Frank asked and peered over his shoulder with a bewildered expression. 

	“The other way around. I don’t have a license, and I’m sure you also don’t want to explain to the police why I shot you,” Jack said. “I saw another sign up the road from your place. We can go through Mill Spring and cross back down to Columbus, right?”

	Frank nodded as the truck reversed onto the shoulder of the road. Jack turned the wheel until it stuck and drove forward until the dirt on the other shoulder crackled under the tires again. He spun the wheel again and reversed back. One more turn in the dark, and they were free. After doing his last crank of the wheel, just before stepping on the accelerator, Jack took one last look at the blockade down the road—just in time to see two sets of flashing lights beginning to move in their direction.

	“Shit,” Jack whispered and accelerated.

	“You’re going to kill us both. Turn on the lights,” Frank moaned.

	Jack waited a few seconds for the truck to continue downhill, then turned on the lights. At the same time, he stomped the accelerator down. The truck groaned and pushed both passengers back in their seats. 

	Jack kept darting his eyes to the rearview mirror. The police vehicles didn’t appear over the crest of the hill just yet, but they would soon. The truck went flying around the next bend, which revealed more blue lights in front of them, heading in their direction.

	Is that for me? No, can’t be. How?

	“Stop the truck. It’s over. I need to get to the hospital,” Frank cried. 

	Jack scowled and turned toward Frank. “How do they know? Was there someone in the house when I shot you? Why are they here?”

	Frank remained quiet.

	“Tell me or I’ll blow your dick off,” Jack said and aimed the gun at Frank’s crotch.

	Frank dropped his bloodied hands from his hip and covered his crotch. “No. Nobody lives there but me. I don’t know what’s going on. I swear.”

	“Shit,” Jack whispered through his gritted teeth. The adrenaline had now taken complete control. He felt as if he were watching a movie about himself. Nothing felt real. Even his vision was different. It felt amplified. The sets of blue lights in the distance became more distinct. As soon as the first patrol car pulled off to the right, the one behind him crossed the road and blocked the left, and another kept its distance behind the other two. In the rearview mirror, Jack saw the other flashing lights rising up from beyond the hill. 

	“There’s no way out. Stop the car,” Frank said. 

	After everything Jack had gone through that day, it had to boil down to an arrest less than an hour away from his home. He didn’t even make it to the next town. Instead of getting discouraged by the realization of failure, Jack felt aggravated. It just wasn’t fair. He never deserved any of it. He was innocent, but there would be no jury in the world who would see that, given his current circumstances. 

	The sirens of the police vehicles in the front and behind them became prominent within the cabin. Jack clenched his jaw. “Sorry, Frank. I have no choice,” Jack said as he jerked the steering wheel to the left. 

	They left the road and hit the side ditch hard, sending both passengers inches off their seats. The truck bounced around, and Jack’s knuckles turned white on the wheel. Frank yelled and shot his arm out to the dashboard to support himself. Jack ripped the wheel to the left to avoid a collision with a tree trunk, sending the truck through a patch of dried-up shrubs. The scratches on the sides of the truck and the roaring engine blocked out the sirens for a second, but as soon as the truck exited onto the smoother meadow, the distant sirens returned. 

	Up ahead to the right was the dirt track leading back to Frank’s house. Jack had no idea what would happen from there, but it was the only option he had left. The only place where he could buy a little time to come up with a new plan. 

	The first police vehicle had turned down the track leading to Frank’s place when Jack hit the brakes. The truck kicked up clouds of dust in front of the headlights as it came to a sliding halt next to the tire swing. Jack leaped out and ran around to the passenger side. The lights from the racing police cars coming down the dirt track illuminated the truck caught in a cloud of dust. 

	“Get out!” Jack shoved the gun under Frank’s jawbone. “Now.”

	Frank raised his arms. His left hand still held on to the Coors, which was now decorated with blood. Jack seized Frank by the shoulder, who then stumbled out just in time as the first police vehicle skidded to a halt. The doors flung open immediately while Jack retreated behind the cowering old man. The dust, headlights, and flashing lights blinded Jack, but he knew what they were doing. Just like he’d seen in the movies, they were most probably squatting behind their open doors with 9mm pistols pointed right at him. 

	“Drop the gun!” one man shouted from behind the lights, followed by another and then another. 

	Jack pulled Frank backward and retreated into the shade of the Ford’s passenger door while keeping the gun against Frank’s head. Jack steered Frank in the direction where he’d seen him disappear earlier. Around the corner, they would be safe from the spray of bullets that were about to be unleashed. Around the corner should be a door—a door leading to a place where Jack would make his last stand.
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	“It’s over. Let me go. You’re gonna get us both killed,” Frank pleaded as they slipped behind the corner. Adjacent to the ten-foot metal sliding door was a wooden door with blue paint peeling off the wood. Jack turned the knob. It was open—probably so that Frank could have dragged Jack in after drugging him with whatever was on the cloth. 

	Straight lines of white, blue, and red light were passing through the wooden boards covering the windows, providing enough light to see the interior. It seemed like the office of a workshop that had been converted into Frank’s living quarters. A metal framed cot with a two-inch thick, banana-shaped mattress stood on the right, with crumpled-up bedding at the foot end. Next to the bed was a wonky, wooden table supporting a microwave, a stack of dirty plates, a few empty pizza boxes, and plastic bags with trash sticking out from the top. 

	“Is that door locked?” Jack said and pointed to the other entrance. Frank sat down on the bed and nodded. Jack went ahead and turned the knob anyway—it was locked. Jack returned to the closed door from which they had entered and jammed the deadbolt into position. 

	“What’s in there?” Jack said and pointed at the other door next to the messy table. 

	“Bathroom.”

	Jack paced over to inspect. It was a typical workshop bathroom, hosting only a toilet and a small sink stained with oil and grease. The tiny window above the toilet was also boarded up like the others. 

	“We have you surrounded, Jack. There’s no way out now. Come out with your hands above your head,” the police officer shouted over a bullhorn. Jack circled the small room with the gun dangling from his right hand while chewing on his thumbnail.

	“Jack, it’s not too late. We can still help you, but you need to surrender now.”

	Jack saw white lights flashing under the door they had entered. In his mind’s eye, he envisioned them falling into formation outside the deadbolted door, preparing the battering ram to bash it down. “Don’t come in here. I have a gun!” Jack shouted. 

	“We know, Jack,” the police officer said and paused. “Is that Frank Jepson in there with you?”

	Jack inspected Frank, coiling and groaning on the cot. “Yes.”

	“Was that blood on his clothes? Is he injured?”

	“Yes.”

	“You need to release him, Jack.”

	“No, I can’t.”

	“Jack, if he’s injured, you need to release him.”

	Both Jack and the officer remained silent while Jack paced up and down. He had seen this scene unfold countless times in movies and TV series, and it never worked out well for the criminal. But even knowing the most likely outcome of his predicament, Jack still held onto a bit of hope. Something could happen that would show him a way out. Jack stopped pacing and straightened his back as a shocking realization dawned upon him. The duffel bag was still in the truck. The same truck that was surrounded by police and most probably being thoroughly searched by them at that point in time.  

	A tremor of despair shook Jack’s legs. He pulled the plastic chair from the table, plodded down, and buried his head between his left palm and right fist, clenching the pistol. Even if he could make it out somehow and sneak past the police in some miraculous way, the money was gone. Jack jolted his head to the left when his peripheral vision detected movement.

	Frank was stretching out his arm and scuffling through the mess on the table. He curled back on the cot, stuck a cigarette in his mouth, and lit it up. 

	“I was trying to quit, you know?” he said before coughing puffs of smoke into the air. “So, Jack’s your real name. Why are they after you, Jack?”

	Jack ignored him. 

	“What’s it gonna be, Jack?” the officer asked. Jack stood up from the chair and walked over to the wall beside the boarded-up window. He leaned over and tried to get a peek through the thin slits between the wooden panels. All he could see were bright white lights splashed with dashes of red and blue. There were probably six police vehicles within his view. Jack swiveled his head back and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark again. 

	“I don’t know!” Jack’s mouth curled down, and his abdomen began convulsing. The first tear dropped down his cheek as he pushed his head back against the wall. “I don’t know,” he whispered.

	“Well, Jack. Let’s take it easy then, shall we? Let’s take it step by step. First, hand over Jepson. Once he’s safe, then we can talk about your options all night long. No rush.”

	Jack wiped his face with his forearm and sniffed up the tears draining through his nose. “No. I know what’ll happen then. You’ll storm the place and probably shoot me.”

	“We won’t, Jack. I promise you that.”

	“Just give me a minute, OK?” Jack said and walked over to the chair again, sat down, and placed the gun on the table behind him. Jack pulled off the hoodie and then, without paying much attention to the technique, he slid his arms up his back, unhooked the bra, and removed it through his shirt. He leaned forward onto his elbows and tried to focus on his options.

	What are you waiting for? Give it up already.

	I can’t. 

	Why not?

	Because I’ll get the injection.

	You don’t know that yet. If he dies you will, though.

	He won’t die.

	How do you know? 

	Jack leaped off the chair, seized the gun, and walked over to the cot. Frank studied him with widened eyes. “Sit up and take off your shirt.”

	“What?”

	“You heard me. Drop the coveralls and take off your shirt.”

	“I can barely lift my goddamn arm. How do you want me to take off my shirt?”

	“Just do it!” Jack shouted.

	Frank shot the cigarette butt to the floor and unbuttoned his coveralls. He dropped the sleeves off his shoulders and then lifted his shirt. 

	“That’s fine,” Jack said. “Hold it like that.” Jack bent forward and inspected the wound. The bullet had entered just above his hipbone and exited at the back. Jack stood up, pinched his own love handle, and prodded his hipbone. He studied Frank’s wound again and then turned around. Frank dropped his blood-stained shirt and stared at Jack.

	“You’ll be fine. It’s a flesh wound,” Jack said and sat down again.

	“Don’t feel like a flesh wound,” Frank grunted.

	“Jack, talk to me, buddy,” said the officer.

	Jack arched his back and clutched his head with both hands. 

	“Is there someone we can call for you, Jack?”

	Profound desolation washed over Jack as the bullhorn echoed through the room. The rock in his throat expanded as Jack closed his eyes. “I have no one,” he whispered and leaned forward onto his elbows. 

	He watched a teardrop fall from his nose and shimmer in a tiny beam of light on its way down into darkness. Jack turned his attention to the trembling pistol in his hand, turned the barrel toward himself, and stared down into the black hole. 
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	How did it get to this? Jack thought while staring down the barrel. The emptiness had consumed everything. His mind had given up. There were no tiny ‘what if’ sparks or ‘perhaps if I’ flashes anymore. Instead, all that remained was despair, accompanied by loneliness and despondency. 

	“Jack, are you still there? Talk to me, buddy.”

	Additional sirens grew louder as more police descended the dirt track while Jack focused on the white lights flashing under the deadbolted door. 

	Jack dropped his gaze down to the pistol again. It could be over quickly. It was better than the alternative—torture in jail, public humiliation, and hatred from everybody who knew him. And then finally, after years of isolation accompanied by false hope, finally getting put to death in front of a live audience. 

	His mind manifested the final reel of Jack’s unfortunate life. He could see himself through the eyes of the audience on the other side of the glass. The needle had gone in, and Jack’s eyes closed. Lestor and Casey were sitting there, too, watching the event unfold with morbid curiosity. Lestor began smiling and prodded Casey with his elbow. He nodded toward Jack and the urine blotch that was growing bigger in his crotch area. Casey slapped her palm over her mouth, trying to hide her giggles. 

	“Jack, you need to talk to me, buddy. We’re getting worried out here.”

	“I’m here,” Jack said with a cracking voice. He sniffed and stood up again from the chair.

	“What’s it gonna be, Jack? Are you ready to let Frank go?”

	“He’ll be fine. It’s a flesh wound. I checked.”

	The police officer remained quiet for a second and then continued again. “Jack, I need you to listen to me. People can die from flesh wounds too. You need to let him go.”

	Jack pushed himself up against the wall beside the window again and closed his eyes. 

	“Jack, I don’t want to shout at you. I’m going to put down the horn and come talk to you through the wall, OK? Stay calm, OK, buddy?”

	Jack opened his eyes and leaned toward the window. “OK.”

	A few seconds later, Jack heard the officer’s voice on the other side of the wall. “Jack, are you there?”

	“Yeah. I’m here.”

	“Great. This is much better, right?” Jack remained quiet. “You can call me Adam, OK? Is there anybody we can call for you?”

	“No. I don’t have anybody.”

	“Look, Jack. I know everything seems lost now, but it isn’t. Trust me, I can still help you. It’s not too late. But the longer you keep Frank in there, the worse your situation will get. I’ll testify and tell them you cooperated nicely if you let him go. But if he dies or falls into a coma… Well, then, that’s a whole other story altogether.”

	Jack shook his head. “If I let him go, it’s over. I never wanted to hurt anybody. I swear.”

	“I believe you, Jack. And you’ll get the chance to tell that to the world.”

	“I need more time. Please.”

	Jack could hear the officer sigh through the boarded window. “OK. I’ll give you a couple of minutes. Can I get you anything in the meantime? Do you need bandages, water, or snacks?”

	“We’re fine,” Jack said and walked toward the bathroom. He took a few sips from the faucet and dabbed his face with water. Then, he took a minute to observe his face in the cracked mirror above the sink. Although he could see his own face reflecting the red and blue lights and feel the cool moisture on his face, it still felt like he was an outsider looking into his life.

	Jack returned to the plastic chair and sat down. If it had been anybody else in the room with him, he probably would’ve let them go and taken his chances. But Frank deserved every bit of agony that came his way.  

	“He’s right, you know? You still stand a pretty good chance of getting out of this. Maybe you’ll get a couple of years. Three, five… ten max,” Frank said.

	“I wasn’t the first, was I?” Jack said with his eyes fixed on the concrete floor. Frank furrowed his brows. “Tonight. In the truck. You’ve done that before, haven’t you?”

	Frank remained quiet. 

	Jack shook his head. “Thought so.”

	“It was my first time. I promise. I wasn’t going to hurt you. I just wanted to hold somebody. We were going to lie down here, and I’d spoon you until you woke up. That was my plan. God’s honest truth.”

	“What was on the rag?” 

	Frank remained quiet and looked away.

	Jack aimed the gun in Frank’s direction. “What was it, Frank?”

	“Chloroform,” he grunted. 

	“So, you went out and bought it, just in case somebody didn’t want to cuddle with you? Is that what you’re saying?”

	“I can’t help the world has turned to shit.”

	“What?”

	“Everybody has their fucking noses up in the air these days, walking around like goddamn royalty. They won’t even look in my direction. And when they do, it’s as if they’re looking at a goddamn cockroach. I’m human too, you know?”

	Jack shook his head. “So that gives you the right to sedate and rape people?” Frank kept quiet, evading Jack’s stare. “You can bleed out for all I care. If I go down, maybe you should go down with me.”

	Frank’s eyes widened. “Help! Help me!” he screamed. 

	“Shut the fuck up, Frank, or I swear to God I’ll shoot you and then myself. I’ve nothing to lose. Don’t test me,” Jack whisper-screamed at Frank.

	“Jack? What’s going on in there?”

	“Don’t worry. Everything is fine.”

	“He’s going to shoot me!” Frank yelled.

	“Jack?”

	“Don’t listen to him, Adam.”

	“Jack, what’s going on? Talk to me, buddy.”

	“He’s going to kill me. Help me,” Frank shouted again. Jack leaped up from the chair and paced toward Frank. Frank sheltered himself behind his open palms. Jack pushed Frank’s hands to the side and put the gun against Frank’s temple.

	“If you say one more word, Frank… One more word.” Frank remained motionless.

	“Jack?”

	Jack stayed quiet with the gun pointed at Frank while possibilities ran through his mind. Maybe it was always supposed to end this way. Maybe Frank deserved to die. Maybe Jack deserved to die too? Maybe he did push his mother off the stairs. Maybe he did kill the homeless man. Perhaps this was the only way for Jack to end his life on a good note: by executing the rapist and then the murderer.

	“Please,” Frank whispered. “I beg you, don’t.” Jack’s chest heaved up and down as he breathed rapidly through his nostrils and his index finger gently tapped against the trigger.

	“Jack? There’s someone here to see you,” said the voice on the other end of the wall. Jack looked over his shoulder at the thin flashing lines. “He’s in the room. He can hear you through the window.” 

	“Jack,” said a familiar voice from the other side.

	“Doctor Chang?”
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	Jack paced toward the darkness beside the thin white lines penetrating the room through the wooden boards. He leaned back against the brick wall and tilted his head toward the boarded window.

	“Is that you?”

	“Yes, Jack. We need to talk.”

	“I’m so sorry, Doc. For everything,” Jack said and began sobbing again.

	“Stay calm, Jack. We’ll get through this together.”

	“I didn’t do it, Doc. I swear.”

	“I know you didn’t. But you need to listen to me and do as I say. It’s very important that you follow my instructions, Jack.”

	“I can’t let him go, Doc. If I let him go, it’s over. I don’t want the needle. I would rather just die here.”

	“Jack, listen to me. Nobody needs to die here tonight. You need to stay calm. I’m coming in,” Doctor Chang said, but Adam protested immediately. “I need to get in there…” Jack heard the doctor say, but his voice drifted away as Doctor Chang retreated from the wall. Jack stood still until he heard footsteps, followed by a knock on the door. 

	“Jack, it’s me. Open the door.”

	“No, they’ll come inside and take me.”

	“Jack, open the door and keep your gun on me. They can’t do anything then. Trust me.”

	Jack bit his nail, shook his head, then slid open the deadbolt. “OK, come inside slowly. I’ve my gun pointed at you!” Jack announced loudly. The door creaked open slowly. Doctor Chang, wearing a black sports jacket, put his arm through the gap with his hand spread open. 

	“I’m coming in, Jack.”

	“OK,” Jack replied and watched Doctor Chang slip through the narrow opening. Doctor Chang closed the door behind himself and pushed the deadbolt in. 

	“Jack, it’s so good to see you,” he said, opening his arms. The gesture somehow sucked out the last remaining strength and bravado Jack was holding onto. He leaped forward just before his legs caved in and began crying uncontrollably in Doctor Chang’s embrace. “Everything’s going to be alright, Jack. I promise,” he whispered while patting Jack on the back. Jack stayed in that position until the involuntary convulsions in his abdomen seized. He leaned back and wiped his nose, followed by a few deep sniffs. Doctor Chang moved his attention to Frank lying wide-eyed on the bed.

	“Jack, we need to get him out of here.”

	“I can’t. They’ll—” Jack tried to explain, but Doctor Chang leaned forward and seized Jack by both shoulders. 

	“Jack, listen to me. I need to talk with you in private. He needs to go. The police won’t come in while I’m here. He’s of no use to you anymore.”

	Jack didn’t respond. He kept staring at Frank while gently tapping the pistol against his leg.

	“Once he’s gone, I’ll be your hostage. They won’t risk my life any more than they would risk his.” 

	Jack lowered his gaze and nodded slowly through a few more sniffs. Doctor Chang turned around and opened the deadbolt. 

	“Jepson is coming out. Don’t try anything. There’s a gun pointed at me!” Doctor Chang looked over his shoulder at Frank. “Can you walk?”

	Frank nodded and heaved as he got up from the cot.

	“Get out of here,” Doctor Chang said and creaked the door open, maintaining the gap to about one foot wide. Frank stumbled toward the door like a drunken question mark. 

	“Thanks,” he whispered to Doctor Chang before he slipped through the door. Doctor Chang closed the door behind him and slid the deadbolt back in place. 

	“Please take a seat, Jack,” Doctor Chang said and gestured toward the end of the bed, which didn’t have any blood on it. He walked straight toward the plastic chair and brought it toward the side of the bed. After sitting down, both remained quiet for a few seconds. 

	“What a day, right?” Doctor Chang said and smiled.

	Jack dropped his gaze down to the floor and nodded. 

	“I tried getting hold of you today, you know? Before I found out about this,” Doctor Chang said and motioned toward the flashing lights behind the boarded windows.

	“I ditched my phone. Thought they might track me or something. They still did it anyway.”

	Doctor Chang pursed his lips and nodded.

	“How did they find me so fast?”

	“We live in a digital age with eyes everywhere, Jack.” 

	“But there are no cameras out here.”

	“Well, as far as I know, when they realized you fled, it was like a confession of guilt to them. They pushed up the manpower and left no stone unturned. When they discovered your mother’s vehicle at the train station, they got hold of the CCTV footage of the station and saw you exiting in disguise. Later, they saw you on camera getting into a truck registered to Frank Jepson. And here we are.”

	Jack’s elbows remained rested on his knees, his eyes fixed on the floor. “They make it look so easy in the movies. To escape, you know?”

	Doctor Chang furrowed his brows while studying Jack. “Why did you run, Jack?”

	Jack looked up briefly and then down to the floor again. “I thought it was the only way out, Doc. Circumstantial evidence. There’s too much. No jury would ever believe me.”

	“I see.”

	“It just got worse and worse. And now Frank is shot, and I’m the villain. But he tried to smother and rape me, you know?”

	“What?” Doctor Chang said and leaned forward.

	“Yeah. He tried to sedate me with chloroform, and that’s why I shot him.”

	“Where did you get the gun?”

	“I found it in Mom’s room.”

	“Impressive.”

	Jack leaned back and stared at Doctor Chang with a frown. Jack’s whole life was down the drain. It was game over, and it felt as if they were doing the post-match commentary because Doctor Chang seemed entertained rather than concerned. It was as if the doctor was watching an episode of Cops from the comfort of his couch in his safe neighborhood, untouched by the reality of it all.

	“I mean, you’ve proven yourself to be quite resourceful today, Jack. For a seventeen-year-old boy to do the things you did, boy oh boy, it’s quite impressive.”

	Jack scoffed. “I barely made it out of Spartanburg.”

	“That’s not the point.”

	“What is the point then? There is no point. My life is pointless. There’s no need to continue. I know what lies beyond that door. I know where this road ends for me, Doc. So please stop trying to prop me up.”

	“I’m not trying to prop you up, Jack. I’m stating the obvious from an objective perspective.”

	Doctor Chang’s eyes darted down as Jack rotated the gun upward.

	“Do you blame me for any of this?” Doctor Chang asked.

	“No.”

	“Do you blame lucid therapy for any of this?”

	Jack remained quiet for a second. “I blame myself.”

	“Care to explain?”

	“Mom told me to leave those boxes alone. If I had listened to her, we wouldn’t be sitting here today. And she would still be…” Jack stopped when his voice croaked. 

	“True. And do you think my lucid therapy made it all worse?”

	Jack smiled. “No. I’ve never felt more alive than during those few days.” 

	“Good. And would you like to continue the therapy?”

	Jack leaped off the bed and walked over to the boarded-up window. “What does it matter now, Doc? It’s over. They’ll wait for me to turn eighteen before starting the trial. Even if I don’t get the needle, I’ll be going to jail for the rest of my life. That’s if I ever allow myself to leave this room,” Jack said and swung the gun up to his head. 

	“Don’t do that,” Doctor Chang said.

	Jack dropped the gun. “Relax. The safety is on. For now.”

	“Jack, I want you to come sit down. It’s time to come clean.”

	“Come clean?” Jack said and slumbered back to the bed. 

	“Yes.”

	Jack sat down and studied Doctor Chang’s face. 

	“I’m not exactly who you think I am,” the doctor said.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Jack, I have a way out of here for you.”

	Jack frowned and tilted his head. “What are you talking about?”

	Doctor Chang inched the chair forward and put one hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Whatever you do, I need you to remain open-minded and calm. Because what I’m about to tell you will change everything you know.” 
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	Jack shook his head. “I’m lost.” Doctor Chang released Jack’s shoulder and sat back. 

	“Jack, what I’m about to tell you is classified information. If you share this with anybody, your life might be in danger. However, access to this information is the only thing that can save your life. So, do you want to proceed?”

	Jack couldn’t read Doctor Chang’s face. He didn’t know if Doctor Chang was telling the truth or introducing a new negotiation strategy to get Jack to surrender. Even if it was all BS, Jack couldn’t help but yearn to learn more about Doctor Chang’s cloak-and-dagger tale. 

	“Sure.”

	“You have to swear that it stays between us.”

	“I swear.”

	“OK.” Doctor Chang pushed up his spectacles. “Where to start?” He got up from the chair and froze with one hand locked behind his neck and the other in his pocket. 

	“Is everything alright in there? Doctor Chang? This is Detective Powell.”

	Jack recognized the name. It was the hard-ass detective who questioned everybody after his mom’s accident. 

	“Yes, detective. We’re fine. He’s still armed, but he’s cooperating.”

	“Don’t do anything stupid now, Jack, you hear?”

	Jack remained quiet. Doctor Chang shook his head and then sat down again. 

	“I’ll need to keep the volume down because what I’m about to tell you can’t leave this room.”

	Jack nodded.

	“There’s no easy way to say this, but you’ve been on our radar for a very long time. We knew about you from the day you were born, but it was only after you had fallen from that tree that you became a prime interest.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Jack, I need you to remain calm and just wait until I’m finished. It’ll all make sense soon.”

	Jack sighed.

	“The following is highly classified, and I can only share a tiny bit. There’s a top-secret government organization whose main focus is national security…”

	“CIA,” Jack interrupted. 

	“No. Something else.”

	“Homeland Security?”

	“No. I can’t tell you just yet. But your dad collaborated with them too. That’s how you stepped into their spotlight because your dad was considered a primary asset.”

	“What did Dad do for them?”

	“That’s classified, Jack. I’m only allowed to share the parts that pertain to you.”

	Jack frowned and scratched the back of his neck. “How do you know all of this?”

	“We’ll get to that, Jack. Be patient.”

	“This organization has a network of informants nationwide. Not many informants know where their information is going. Hell, most of them don’t even know that this organization exists. But I do. I have been aiding them for many years. I was the first one Doctor Paul Carter called after your accident.  Do you remember him?”

	Jack recalled Doctor Carter vividly. He was the kind of man that made lasting impressions on his patients. Although Jack had only been a little boy, he recalled almost every encounter with Doctor Carter. “Yes, I remember.”

	“Your MRI scan revealed something very interesting, and Paul—Doctor Carter—was instructed to inform me below the radar if he detected an anomaly.”

	“Anomaly?”

	“Yes, Jack. One of the things we were looking out for was a certain anomaly within the hippocampus. To put it in layman’s terms, the hippocampus is a part of the brain that’s vital to memory formation and is highly active in creating dream content. With an MRI scan or DTI, we can search for certain things that are of interest to the organization.”

	“Why are they interested in that? And why my brain?”

	“Patience, Jack. Right after the MRI confirmation, you became a person of interest. You see, Jack, lucid dreaming therapy is so much more than just having fun or treating PTSD. It’s just one of many areas within psychology that the organization is interested in studying and exploiting. Your dad also showed great potential, but your potential…” Doctor Chang grinned and shook his head. “Your potential, Jack, is unprecedented. And you’ve proved this hypothesis through the little exposure you had with lucid therapy. Your development of dream memory, alertness within a dream, and control with little practice was astonishing to observe. Truly remarkable, Jack.”

	“Again, why does it matter to them what people can do in their dreams?”

	“It matters more than you realize. Allow me to continue. You see, Jack, once your potential became known to the people at the top, they upgraded your level of importance. And that’s when the surveillance began.”

	“Surveillance? They watched me?”

	“For protection, yes.”

	“The black van,” Jack whispered.

	“Yes. Unfortunately, it seems that highly trained agents can also make mistakes. When you told me about the black van in your street, I reported it and both of those agents were taken off the project. The goal was to remain out of view and out of influence. The organization wanted you to live your life but still ensure your safety and survival until the time was right.”

	Jack remained quiet for a second and reflected on his Magnum PI ally. “Ambrosino?”

	“Yes, also an informant. Congrats on figuring that out.”

	“Wait, you said they want to ensure my safety and survival. For what?”

	“For the next chapter of your life.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Joining the organization.”

	Jack stood up from the chair and walked to the window. “I don’t get it. If they were watching me, why didn’t they stop me when I sleepwalked to the strip mall?”

	“Like I said, Jack, observe, not intervene.”

	“And today? Do you mean to tell me that I was observed the whole time today? That somebody could’ve stepped in and saved me? You know I almost got raped, right? Raped and most probably killed. I almost killed a man. Hell, I almost killed myself!” 

	Doctor Chang lifted his index finger to his lips. “Keep calm, Jack. Remember, nobody must know about this. Yes, the surveillance wasn’t always perfect. It’s not easy to remain undetected and still survey the person of interest. You were, however, on the radar for the good part of the day. But today had a much more important purpose, Jack. Today was also a test.”

	“A test?” Jack stood up again. When Doctor Chang had arrived in the room, he’d felt relieved, but that had changed to resentment. Doctor Chang had been betraying him since day one. He also unapologetically revealed that a Big Brother organization had been following him for most of his life. An organization that could’ve prevented the whole traumatic day he had drudged through and barely survived. 

	“Yes, Jack. The final test. To see how you perform under pressure.”

	Jack sat down and leaned closer to Doctor Chang. “I nearly killed myself earlier. Was that part of the test too?” he whispered.

	Doctor Chang paused. “No worthy research is without risks.” 

	“So, I’m just a lab rat to you? I can’t believe this. My mother was right about you.”

	“No, Jack. You’re so much more. You are... You are the embodiment of hope, Jack.”

	“Cut the crap, please. Tell me what this test was for. To join the organization? To do what?”

	Doctor Chang shook his head. “We’ll get to that later. What you need to focus on for now is that you were under surveillance. Although the evidence will never make it into the public domain, there’ll be some calls made between some heavy hitters who will agree to release you and drop all charges. There is the condition, of course?”

	“What condition?”

	“That you become part of the organization’s training program.”

	Jack leaned forward and dropped his head. He had to let the unexpected news find a place to settle. Like Tetris blocks falling from the sky, Jack was now searching for useful ways to place and connect the new information. 

	“Doctor Chang? Is everything still fine in there?” Adam asked through the door. 

	“Yes, we’re almost done here. Wait for my instructions,” Doctor Chang said and turned his head back to Jack. “We’re running out of time, Jack.”

	Jack lifted his head to face Doctor Chang. “I can’t just agree to join some organization without knowing what I’m getting myself into.”

	“You don’t really have a choice, Jack. Given the stack of circumstantial evidence against you and the position you’re finding yourself in now, I would say it’s a pretty sweet deal. Your freedom in return for service to your country.”

	Jack frowned and shook his head. “I just don’t get it. What the hell does this organization want from people who can control dreams? How can that ability be of service to the country?”

	Doctor Chang smiled. “You haven’t even seen the entire tip of the iceberg, Jack, let alone what lies beneath. Lucid dreaming is just the backdoor. It’s about what you can unlock once you master access to the subconscious mind. That’s where you’ll add true value. You could change the world, Jack.”

	“I’ll need more than that, Doc.”

	Doctor Chang sighed. “Eidetic memory, increased intelligence, unprecedented creativity, and problem-solving skills that would be off the charts. Jack, you could be the key to unlocking the next step in human evolution.”

	With squinted eyes, Jack asked, “How do you expect me to believe you after you just confessed to lying to me from day one?”

	“You don’t have to, but I can guarantee you your freedom. And then, you’ll see for yourself.”

	Jack looked down at the pistol once more while rubbing the back of his neck.

	“And who knows? After climbing the ranks, gaining more trust and security clearance, perhaps you could also find out what happened to your father.”

	Jack’s gaze shifted slowly toward Doctor Chang. 


 

	Chapter 62

	 

	 

	Caught between the sea of uniforms, the whirl of flashing lights, and the cacophony of voices, Jack struggled to keep his head straight.

	“Do you understand these rights?” Detective Powell yelled inches behind Jack’s ear.

	Jack flinched and then just nodded.

	“Do you understand?” he yelled again.

	“Yes,” Jack whispered. 

	“He’s coming with me. He’s my suspect, and I’ll be the one taking him in,” Detective Powell barked at the other officers congregating around them while he tightened the cuffs behind Jack’s back. 

	Doctor Chang placed his hand gently on the detective’s shoulder. “There’s no need for that, Detective. The suspect is unarmed and cooperative. Surely handcuffs are uncalled for?” 

	“Back off, shrink. You have no jurisdiction here,” Powell snapped and shrugged his shoulder to rid himself of Doctor Chang’s gentle hand. He gripped Jack by the elbow and began pulling him towards the patrol car. Jack’s eye caught Frank sitting in the back of an ambulance while the first responders were dressing his wound. His eyes locked onto Jack’s briefly, but then he looked down again at the female paramedic attending to him. 

	“Smith, you’re driving. I want to keep my eyes on him myself,” Powell ordered another officer as he guided Jack into the back of the patrol car. The door slammed shut, and Powell turned around to converse with a small circle of police officers next to the car. Jack studied the chaotic surroundings outside—all of that commotion for one seventeen-year-old boy. It must have been the most action some of the officers have ever seen. That was the only explanation for some of them taking selfies next to the car and others blatantly pointing their phones against the window like paparazzi.

	Through all of the mayhem, Jack remained calm. He connected the dots after Doctor Chang confessed, and it added up somehow. The surveillance could help his case against the alleged murder of the homeless man and his mother. In regard to the shooting of Frank, once the police discovered Frank’s collection of chloroform and God-knows-what, self-defense would be a valid way out. Doctor Chang agreed to do everything he could to get the other officers to search the premises. And given their hunger for action and attention, they wouldn’t hesitate to do so. 

	Officer Smith slammed the driver’s door, followed by Powell on the passenger side. The patrol car backed up slowly, and as it turned, Jack could see Doctor Chang conversing with three policemen and pointing toward the workshop. Jack smiled.

	Powell leaned back and studied Jack over his shoulder as the car began pulling forward. “You think this is a joke?”

	Jack remained quiet and adjusted his back to make more space for his cuffed hands. Powell turned to the front again, but as soon as they left the dirt track and hit the main road, he turned back once more. 

	“We know you strangled the bum. We know you pushed your mother down the stairs, and then there’s Jepson, the unarmed man you shot. Quite a rap sheet you got going there, Jack,” Powell said, keeping his unblinking eyes on Jack. “How many others were there? How many did you kill?”

	Jack remained quiet.

	“Talk to me!” Powell screamed. 

	“You told me I have the right to remain silent,” Jack replied. 

	“You also have the right to answer my fucking questions.”

	Jack swiveled his head to the side and stared into the darkness. He was not going to give in to the detective’s attempts to provoke him. Instead, he wondered what his mom and dad were thinking right now as they looked down at him. 

	And then his mind drifted toward Tony. 

	 


Find out what happens next…

	Thanks for reading Awaken. I assure you, the first book was merely a glimpse into the extraordinary twists awaiting Jack's journey.

	 

	Please help me and leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads before you go on to book 2.

	 

	[image: A person running through a hallway

Description automatically generated]

	 

	 

	 


Learn How To Lucid Dream

	 

	  Keen to practice lucid dreaming yourself?

	 

	
		
				Subscribe to my mailing list and receive a FREE copy of my book, worth $4.99, documenting my experiences and findings relating to lucid dreaming, and learn to master the art of dream control yourself.
 
Get Free Guide
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	If you wish to learn more about me and my absurd life as a nomadic novelist, got to my official website or find me on social media.

	 

	Read more about the author on social media or the official website.
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