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      “…an incredibly engaging, truly unique read. … a mix of sci-fi and urban fantasy with strong mystery and thriller elements and even a touch of horror. It’s got some very technical scientific elements too (and I learned several new terms), and wonderful philosophical questions and considerations with timely messages about despair and hope and dreams. There’s some heartbreak in the story, and plenty of wonder. The descriptions that set the scenes are often full of beautiful imagery, approaching the poetic. … I was definitely rooting for the ‘good guys’ and didn’t want to put the book down until I knew how the story would turn out.”

      

      “If you like inspiring, fantastic, elaborate stories, this is your novel. Rich in detail, beautifully written, whether it is from the point of view of a dog or the moon, the reader can identify with all of them. A real mind movie treat.”

      

      “Empty Sky moved me in ways I hadn’t expected. It combines the thrills of a great spy novel, the excitement and adventure of science fiction, and the fascination of ancient wisdom, all wrapped around a truly moving story that actually managed to bring me to tears. I can’t recall reading any other book that so deftly caused me to feel so many emotions. I would call it a rollercoaster ride of a read, but that wouldn’t be doing it proper justice. I highly recommend it.”

      

      “Let go of expectations because this book is trippy and multi-dimensional. The plot works well as a murder mystery or a detective story, or a fantasy/mythology/SF fusion. As well as insightful psychology, it entangles computer science, AI, and quantum physics. So, it has no boundaries but does have lots of suspense, a truly psychopathic villain, and what I felt was a satisfying conclusion. Carrabis books are not for the faint of heart or lazy readers.”
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      Hope lies in dreams, in imagination and in the courage of those who dare to make dreams into reality.

      Deeper meaning resides in the fairy tales told to me in my childhood than in the truth that is taught by life.

      - Schiller, The Piccolomini, III, 4.

      

      There are infinite worlds both like and unlike this world of ours.

      - Epicurus

      

      When we dream we speak a language which is also employed in the most significant documents of culture: in myths, in fairy tales and art, recently in novels like Franz Kafka’s. This language is the only universal language common to all races and all times. It is the same language in the oldest myths as in the dreams every one of us has today. Moreover, it is a language which often expresses inner experiences, wishes, fears, judgments and insights with much greater precision and fullness than our ordinary language is capable of.

      - Erich Fromm

      

      In the Beginning there was only Sky and Earth: dwelling in the earth was Ungud, in the form of a great snake; and in the sky, Wallanganda, the Milky Way. Wallanganda threw water on the earth; Ungud made it deep. And in the night, as Ungud and Wallanganda dreamed, life arose from the watered earth in the forms of their dreams.

      - Unumbal Great Serpent Lore, northern Kimberly, Australia

      

      …it is so important how you educate the child to think for himself/herself and how to know his/her value without external factors ‘spoiling’ him/her.

      And that’s important exactly because the parents won’t be forever by his side. And the most valuable lesson a parent should teach his child is that the way he behaves, thinks and reacts in order to value his life, himself and also remain grounded and humble, but never forgetting his worth and strength.

      In my vision, a constructive long-term long-lasting love is translated in the way you project this love in a deeper level to the other human being (in this case, the child) as in giving him the structure of living an enthusiastic life.

      - Amalia Alexandru

      

      
        
        The sun sees your body, the moon sees your soul.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            The Cabin

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie woke to Shem’s tail thumping his legs. The big golden retriever sat at the edge of their bed and stared out the cabin window.

      Jamie reached over the quilt and grabbed his tail. “What, Shem?”

      Outside, peepers and crickets chirped. Raccoons chittered. Opossum and skunk hissed. Owls hooted and loons called. A wolf howled in the distance.

      Shem looked back at Jamie and whined softly.

      Jamie’s tiny hand ran through his ginger hair and looked past Shem to the oak, elm, and pine of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula forest. The moon, full and bright, illuminated the trees and the small, one-room vacation cabin at their center.

      “Shem go pee?”

      Shem jumped off the bed and scratched at the door.

      Jamie glanced at his parents, Ellie and Tom, asleep in their own bed on the other side of the cabin and put his finger to his lips. “Shh. Mom and Dad sleeping.” He crawled out from under the quilt and tip-toed in his stars-and-moon print Doctor Denton’s to the door. Standing on a chair, he drew back the bolt and lifted the latch.

      Cool winds changed rustling treetops into brooms sweeping low-hung clouds from late September skies. Dust devils spun mists where night air met day-warmed rocks. Trees bowed to the rising moon as its face changed from meteor-impacted gray to a beautiful, white-skinned woman’s.

      Shem walked into the night. Jamie followed.

      The Moon continued her ascent.

      The woods fell silent.

      Silent.

      Ellie sat up in bed. Her hands clenched the blanket and held it tight against her. A cold, dank wind swirled through the cabin, lifted things slightly as if inspecting them then putting them down, and drew a musk of old earths in its wake.

      Moonlight entered the cabin’s single room.

      Ellie’s eyes fixed on Jamie’s empty bed.

      “Jamie! Shem!”

      Tom’s eyes bolted open. He followed her gaze then rose and put his boots on in one motion. “Where are they?”

      She hurried with her own boots. “The door’s open.”

      Tom threw Ellie her coat. “They must be together. Shem won’t let Jamie out of his sight.”

      “Something’s got them. Some wild animal.”

      “There’s no blood anywhere, Ellie. Shem’d raise hell if something got in the cabin or near Jamie.” He grabbed an iron poker from the woodstove.

      Ellie stopped at the door, a silhouette in the moonlight. “Shh.”

      Tom came up beside her. “What the…?”

      “Shh!”

      “What are they doing?”

      “It looks like they’re playing.”

      “With whom?”

      Jamie and Shem romped in a grassy clearing twenty feet from the cabin. Moonlight cast long shadows everywhere as they danced about, the sole performers under a celestial spotlight.

      Tom looked to the rutted dirt road that served as the camp’s driveway. No cars but theirs. He scanned the shadows.

      Ellie whispered, “Can you hear that?”

      Tom pulled back. “He’s laughing?”

      Jamie danced in circles and laughed as if being tickled, his arms up as if waiting to be lifted, little hands grasping, little fingers curling.

      “Shem’s bowing.”

      “Isn’t that dog for ‘Let’s play’, bowing? He’s not facing Jamie. Who’s he playing with?”

      Shem jumped and bowed and ran around as if playing catch with someone throwing his Frisbee.

      The Moon rose above the trees and lit the clearing from above. Jamie’s and Shem’s shadows crept underneath them. The wind stilled.

      Ellie grabbed Tom’s arm. “Do you see that?”

      Other shadows entered the clearing, some Jamie’s size, some slightly larger. Shadows with nothing to cast them. Shadows where there shouldn’t be shadows. Shadows standing upright, not cast on the ground.

      Jamie danced with them and they danced around Jamie. Shem ran among them, played tag with them. Jamie laughed. Shem barked.

      Not a warning, not an alarm.

      Recognition.

      Something twinkled in the shadows, prisms breaking the intense moonlight into hundreds of bright, tiny rainbows.

      On the edge of the clearing, in the dark where the trees stood in ancient vigil, eyes gathered in the moonlight.

      Ellie woke, the covers clenched in her hands.

      She looked across the cabin and saw Jamie and Shem, sleeping together as always, in their bed.

      She let out a breath and shook her head. It was a dream. The full moon’s light came in through a cabin window. It must have disturbed her, woken her, worried her in her sleep.

      She rolled over, away from Tom to give him a little more room.

      Dew-laden, toddler-sized footprints and paw prints made a path across the floor from the cabin’s door to Jamie and Shem’s bed.

      She sat up as the cabin door closed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            A Bizarre Crystal

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie looked at his dad’s reflection in the car’s passenger window. “I miss Mom.”

      “I know, Jamie. I miss her, too.”

      “She liked the cabin, dad.”

      “I know that, too, Jamie. Is it alright us coming up here?”

      “I guess.”

      “’Cause we can turn around and go home, if you like.”

      “No. Shem’ll like it.”

      Shem woofed from the backseat. Jamie took off his seatbelt and turned around to pet his aging dog, his muzzle whitened with the years.

      “You have a beard, Mr. Shem.”

      “He’s getting old, Jamie.”

      “I know, Dad.”

      “Just want you to be prepared, Jamie.”

      Jamie’s eyes watered. “I know, Dad.”

      “But it won’t be for a while. He has plenty of time. We all do.”

      Jamie returned to his father’s reflection in the window. “You just saying that, Dad?”

      “No, Jamie, I’m not just saying it.”

      “You think they’ll ever find mom?”

      “That’s my hope, Jamie. That’s my hope.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Mine, too.”

      Jamie echoed his father. “Mine, too.”

      “Put your seatbelt back on, please, and I have a question for you: how come you always look at people’s reflections when we’re driving? Doesn’t matter if it’s me, Uncle Jack, Bobby … the only one you’ll look at directly is Shem. Why is that?”

      “I can see people better that way.”

      Tom shrugged, not understanding and not wanting to push things, only wanting them to have a good time.

      

      Jamie and Shem slept side by side, resting quietly between dreams.

      The Moon, her light walking through the forest on white-slippered feet, lifted her arm to better see.

      Tom slept opposite Jamie and Shem, on the far side of the cabin in the bed once shared with Ellie. He’d twitch, kick off his covers, grow chill and pull them up, repeating the pattern while The Moon watched.

      Her children, the Oneiroi, little black silhouettes, shadows in the darkness of night, hovered over the sleeping Tom. They came and went, opening and closing their multicolored, multifaceted, crystalline eyes: kaleidoscopic Gates, little rainbow bridges allowing humans passage from one dream reality to the next.

      Above Tom’s bed, a dot, smaller than a piece of dust, winked into existence. It floated down, riding the heat eddies of the woodstove, as if wanting to rest in his ear.

      Once beside him, it grew horizontally, becoming a slit, then vertically as something stretched it open, spreading it wide. A deeper blackness, not one of the shadows, more an emptiness, a hole in the night, difficult to see and unheard, formed legs, pulled itself free, walked through and stood beside Tom.

      The Moon held herself motionless in the sky, her light growing from crescent to full.

      “Wake up, Jamie!” beamed The Moon. “Wake up, Shem!”

      Shem raised his head, sniffed the air, saw the creature and bared his fangs. He looked at Jamie, looked back at the deep blackness standing beside Tom, and slowly rose as if his hackles lifted him to his feet.

      The creature formed amoeba-like pseudopods ending in reaching hands and grabbed the Oneiroi hovering over Tom. Its silhouette crumpled like wadded paper, its life drained from it.

      Tom moaned in his sleep. “Ellie.”

      Shem growled at the creature.

      Jamie woke wide-eyed, his face cold with the damp night air. The smell of heavy, dying earth surrounded him like an unwelcome blanket. The Moon’s bright light screamed full upon his face from the cabin’s window.

      “Dad?”

      Tom’s twitching stilled. The Oneiroi rose like mists from the cabin floor, fleeing, escaping the searching emptiness.

      One Oneiroi remained to ensure Tom’s safe return from his dream.

      The creature grabbed it.

      Tom kicked off his covers.

      Jamie sat up.

      Shem stood over him, not letting him off the bed.

      “Shem, get off me! Dad’s having one of his dreams.”

      The trapped Oneiroi’s eyes grew dull then dark, its supple shape becoming hard and angular like struck flint. An eye burst from its skull, a bizarre crystal erupting from its little human-shape as its body shattered into black flakes.

      Tom hadn’t returned from his dream. He let out a quiet sob. “Ellie.”

      The opening in the night winked itself shut, closing horizontally then vertically, space folding like a napkin until only a pinpoint remained, then it, too, disappeared.

      Dark night filled the cabin.

      Shem leapt to the floor, sniffing the air and whining.

      Jamie stood over his dad, curling his feet against the cold wooden floor tendrilling through his thick wool socks. He shivered, the cold October night reaching through his long johns as he listened to his father whimper. He wiped a tear from his own eye and tucked the covers around his dad.

      Shem put a paw on Tom’s bed and looked at Jamie.

      “It’s okay, Shem. He’s dreaming about Mom again. He’ll be okay in a minute.”

      Shem went to the door and whined.

      “You’re a pee-bucket, Mr. Shem. Come on, you old dog.”

      Shem and Jamie went out into the cold in the clearing near the cabin. Jamie’s shadow stretched out long and full in the full moon’s light, his shadow given sharp edges by the moon’s intensity. He’d never seen his shadow like that, not even in the noonday sun.

      He stood silent for a moment and watched it echo his movements, waving its arm when he did, walking when he did. The moonlight even shadowed the mist from Jamie’s breath as if his shadow breathed when he breathed.

      The Moon’s face changed as he watched. Mom told him about Rabbit and Mouse, about The Old Man in the Moon, all sorts of stories people believed about the moon. This was the first time he clearly saw a woman’s face, though. Mom told him about Selene and Artemis and Luna. Maybe this was one of them?

      The Moon looked down at him and shed a tear, turned her face away and waned from full to crescent.

      “Have you ever seen anything like that, Shem? We’ll have to tell Dad.”

      He looked around. Night frightened most of his friends, even Bobby Games, but it didn’t frighten Jamie. Not even full mooned nights. Uncle Jack told stories about werewolves, shapeshifting people who howled on bright moon nights. Bobby hated those stories but Jamie just sat and listened. Bobby asked, “Aren’t you scared?” and Jamie shook his head, no.

      He’d always been more comfortable at night. He didn’t know why. Maybe because with the moon so bright everything could be seen, clearly revealed in black and white.

      

      The woodstove stood cold and silent at the side of the cabin. Dad always got up early and added more wood to the stove so the cabin would be toasty warm, its fire crackling, when they got up.

      But Jamie heard no crackling fire, smelled no burning wood, felt no warmth. Nor were his legs stiff from Shem pushing up tight against him all night. He reached down to scratch Shem’s ears but the big dog wasn’t there.

      Shem whined from the other bed. He lay on Tom’s legs.

      “Shem, you come over here right now. You know Dad doesn’t like you sleeping with him.”

      Shem whined but wouldn’t get up.

      Jamie threw back the covers and tiptoed towards his father.

      “Dad?” he whispered. “Dad?” Then louder, “Wake up, Dad.”

      Tom MacPherson didn’t move. It seemed he didn’t breathe.

      Shem woofed.

      Jamie shook his dad. First softly, then harder and finally as hard as he could. “Wake up, Dad.”

      Tom didn’t move.

      Jamie saw his dad’s mobile on the nightstand. Dad always told him, “Push 5 if there’s trouble, Jamie. Push 5 and it’ll find Uncle Jack no matter where he is, okay?”

      The phone beeped and clicked and a woman came on the line. “Dr. Games’s office.”

      The woman listened. She spoke calmly, slowly, making sure Jamie understood. “Are you okay, Jamie?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “How’s Shem?”

      Jamie went over to his dad’s bed. Shem hadn’t moved. “He’s okay.”

      “Do you know if your dad is injured? Do you know if he fell during the night? Do you know what blood looks like, Jamie? I need you to walk around the inside of the cabin and let me know if there’s any blood anywhere. It’s okay if you don’t know what blood is. Look for wet, sticky puddles.”

      “He seems fine, ma’am. I can’t find any puddles anywhere.”

      “You’re doing great Jamie, help’s on the way. Did you hear anything strange? Did you hear gunshots?”

      “Dad doesn’t have any guns, ma’am.”

      She said she knew. Tom MacPherson lost his father to a hunting accident when he was Jamie’s age and refused to touch handguns and rifles ever since.

      She stayed on the phone, speaking calmly, carefully, listening and asking simple questions, and kept him talking until he heard the MedFlight helicopter overhead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Al Carsons

          

        

      

    

    
      Al Carsons’ leathery, calloused palms pushed down on the white, threadbare vinyl of his ‘77 Ford F-150 pickup’s bench seat. It crackled as he slid out into the knee-deep, Hallock, Minnesota snow. He liked the crackling, the cold.

      He reached back in for his lunchbox and blew a kiss to the empty seat. His lunchbox whacked the gearshift as he lifted it over the front seat rifle mount. He tapped the shift, making sure his old rig was still in gear and wouldn’t slip.

      He kept his pickup all these years because of that bench seat; he and Effie would sit side by side and not have to reach over an armrest to give each other a little pat or sneak a little kiss. He brought it home to show her, a long time ago, half a century ago in fact, when he and Effie were just starting out, all shiny new, red with white trim, a five-speed half-ton long bed and they went for a drive, my god did they go for a drive, he with one hand on the wheel and one around her, holding her close, only letting go when he had to shift.

      He could drive forever like that. She even joked about it, calling him her “Forever Man.”

      He patted the seat where Effie’d sit. She told him they made Charlie that day they went for their first drive in their new pickup. He taught Charlie and Ben how to drive and hunt in that same pickup.

      Now, like him, the hinges squeaked a bit.

      He closed the door and patted the windshield. “Just you and me now, huh, old girl?”

      His green wool pants swished between his thighs as he waded through low drifts, sounding almost like breaths against the shhsing whispers of the falling snow. His black workboots cut a path towards his plow and he thought of explorers in the Arctic. He slowed passing under the maintenance depot’s one streetlight to watch his shadow shift from tracing back to his truck to stretching out towards his plow, all in one step.

      Except a little piece of his shadow moved off to the left and stayed as Al moved on.

      He liked being called for double-overtime during storms. Storms were great. Especially late fall, early winter storms. A mess of whirling winds, little specks of light bouncing back as his headlights fought the darkness, black night sky slowly gaining color as if slowly gaining sight.

      And the cold. Cold that made vinyl crack. Even with the big plow’s defrosters on full he could still see his breath misting at the end of his shift.

      And the solitude. Quiet. Nobody to listen to him go on when he talked to the wind, telling Effie what he’d been up to, what he’d done, asking how the boys were and all.

      Effie’d gone to that drunk driver five summers back and the two boys, Charlie and Ben also gone, one to a holdup and the other in Afghanistan.

      He knew something was wrong when the Death Notification Officer showed up in his Class A’s. He’d seen Ben in his Class A’s once. He and Effie were so proud, their Ben in a parade in his honor, one of our own being deployed to the other side of the world.

      Effie kept hugging Ben and messing up his uniform and saying, “If only Charlie were here to see you. He’s so proud of you, Ben, you know he’s smiling down on you waiting for you to catch the football.”

      “I know, Ma. I know.”

      “And you make sure you come back home to us, you hear?”

      “I will, Ma. I will.”

      But that drunk driver took Effie and a week later the Death Notification Officer showed up at Al’s door and they talked and shook hands and he explained that the bomb that took Ben out didn’t really leave enough to ship home but Ben was going to get a proper military funeral just the same and Al shouldn’t worry about anything, Ben was coming home.

      When Al couldn’t see the Army car anymore, when it had passed through the fields and trees and into the night, he went to his closet and got out his deer rifle and put one shell in the chamber and locked it in the front seat rifle mount and drove a little west because any further north he’d be in Canada and Al didn’t want to cause any international incidents.

      He parked in the morning light, slung the rifle over his shoulder and marched up into the tree-covered hills until he found a nice rock he could lean against and watch the sunrise, the muzzle tucked under his chin and a finger ready to push the trigger.

      And then, wouldn’t you know it, a beautiful ten-point buck walks right out of the woods and stares at him.

      “Go away. Today you get a bye. Besides, you’re out of season. I could get in trouble for shooting you, so get outta here.”

      The buck stood looking at him.

      “Shoo! I only got one shell and it’s mine, okay? Now get.”

      The buck glanced back over its shoulder then looked back at Al and nodded at him.

      Nodded at him?

      As if saying “Is this the guy you were talking about? He’s right over there.”

      That’s when the wolf came out of the woods and stared at him.

      The buck walked away, its job done.

      A buck and a wolf working together?

      “I’m dreaming.”

      The wolf said something. Maybe. Its mouth moved like it was talking. Not moving like a wolf’s mouth moves.

      The wolf came closer but Al wasn’t afraid. He’d never seen a wolf this close. Not a live one, anyway. There seemed to be something wrong with its eyes. They didn’t look right.

      “Poor thing. Must be blind. All alone, no pack. That’s why the buck’s not afraid of him.”

      A little dark man, a midget shadow, stood next to Al folding something.

      A picture. Kind of. Of that place with the rock in the woods. Except things moved in the picture. The buck continued walking up the hill, through the trees. The wolf walked away, too, but in another direction, almost like it walked up into the sky.

      Impossible.

      The wind whirled through the trees.

      The little shadow creature folded the moving picture up and handed it to Al.

      “Thank you.”

      Al felt cushions underneath him. He looked up at his living room ceiling. He’d fallen asleep on his couch, his rifle in his closet and the chamber empty. No smell of being fired.

      That was the last dream he’d had. The last one he remembered.

      Now, just him and his old Ford pickup to remember. Just him and the wind. To keep his mind engaged, to keep his dreams away.

      He continued to the big plow and checked it over, walking around it once, a pilot’s visual inspection before takeoff. Inside, he turned the key and ignited the glowplug. It would be about thirty seconds before the glowplug would be hot enough to ignite the diesel fuel. The new engines didn’t require much time to fire but he couldn’t break the habit.

      Something caught his eye outside the cab. He sought it first in the dark, then turned on the lights. In the night-dark and blowing snow it looked like a man, a tiny, little man, but more like a shadow than anything else.

      Hadn’t he seen one before? In a dream?

      It walked on the hood without making a sound or leaving prints. The wind picked up and it stood in the center of the swirling snow, its eyes twinkling and making little rainbows in the night.

      But then it was inside the cab and there wasn’t any wind to blur the image. It was a child-sized, paper-thin man, a shadow, and its eyes twinkled like tiny Christmas lights.

      Al blinked to clear his eyes.

      And then the shadow-man didn’t matter because Al was with Effie on the porch swing the day he’d finished it. Effie brought out lemonade and they sat and rocked and cuddled and kissed and acted like teenagers like when they were courting and Effie’s dad would stand just inside the front door, listening, making sure this big, strapping lad didn’t do anything to his little girl. Then Charlie and Ben came up the walk, dirty and tired from football practice, racing each other home, saw their parents and laughed. Charlie gave his mother a kiss and asked for some apple pie.

      Ben nudged his father’s shoulder. “Hey, Al, wake up.”

      Albert Carsons smiled. “What’d you say, Ben?”

      “Al? Albert? You okay? It’s me, Whit.”

      Al opened his eyes. The snow had stopped. Clouds covered the west but a belt of clear winter-blue sky girdled the east. The sun peeked over the horizon sending red, orange, and purple bands into the clouds. On the dashboard, breakers indicated they’d shut down the glowplug before the batteries drained. The lights were on but dimmed, as if the big plow shared a night’s rest with Al, as if shaking off sleep was a challenge.

      “You okay, Al? Tony sent me to check on you when you didn’t stop for your eight-o’clock coffee and donut.”

      Al Carsons looked into his friend’s face and felt tears slide down his own. “I dreamed, Whit. For the first time in five years, I goddamn dreamed.” The tears came big and hard and he reached for his friend. “I dreamed about Effie and Charlie and Ben, Whit. Oh, Jesus Christ goddamn.”

      Whit, hesitant at first, reached around Al and let the big man cry.

      

      Al sat in County Yard #1’s dispatcher’s office, Tony’s office, hat in hand, coffee steaming in a styrofoam cup at the edge of Tony’s desk. County Yard #1’s dispatcher’s office was the oldest county office not located in city hall and Tony did everything in his power to keep it that way. He was dispatcher, main mechanic, and unofficial Kittson County DPW manager, and had all three titles stitched onto his ever-present overalls to prove it. He once told Al, “Stay away from politics and politicians. Especially small-town politicians. They got to piss on everything just to let you know they can.”

      The office sat at the front of the big county garage and, unlike the rest of the building, had its own door and windows to the outside. The office’s interior walls matched the building’s exterior walls—green to about three feet up then white up to the ceiling, also white. Unlike the rest of the building, it had a Kentucky Bluegrass indoor-outdoor carpet so Tony could push his chair away from his desk or over to his filing cabinets without the rollers rocketing him across concrete and into the green and white walls.

      Al helped Tony put that carpet in one weekend when both their families had been out of town visiting their respective relatives. Tony wanted a real carpet but had no money in the budget.

      “Cap’n Sally’s closing shop,” Al offered. “Maybe he has something we can use?”

      He and Tony drove the orange Kittson County DPW pickup out to Cap’n Sally’s Miniature Golf Land/Batting Cages/Arcade. A big hand-painted “For Sale/Going Out of Business” sign hung over the front gate.

      A voice called from the Arcade, “We’re closed.”

      Tony called back, “That you, Burt?” He turned to Al. “How long’s he been here and he still sounds like he’s in Maine lobstering?”

      “I heard that.”

      Burt Sally, sole owner and proprietor of Cap’n Sally’s Miniature Golf Land/Batting Cages/Arcade, onetime Maine lobsterman who’d never been further inland than he could drive out and back in half a day, came out and stood on the Arcade’s porch.

      Rail thin, a white beard full enough birds could build nests in it and bushy white hair coming out in all directions from an authentic yachtsman’s captain’s hat, Sally nodded, “Tony. Al.”

      Tony said, “Nice hat.”

      “Ain’t for sale.”

      “Looks new.”

      “Twenty-four dollars on eBay.”

      Years back the bottom fell out of lobstering. Sally sold his boat and all his traps to two UMO dropouts for a hundred thousand dollars from the bank and a guarantee of either ten percent or ten thousand dollars per year for ten years.

      Other lobstermen asked, “Where you heading, Sally?”

      “West.” He patted his boat, burned the worst of his traps, started driving and didn’t stop until his timing belt blew fifty feet from where he stood now.

      Except he had a suitcase filled with one-hundred-dollar bills in his hand and people thought that strange. He’d pull out a thick #10 business envelope from a back pocket and wave it at them. “Got all my bona fides in here, you got any questions.”

      His story checked out and he was a quiet, peaceable neighbor, good with his hands and had his own tools.

      Sally’d rolled up the sleeves of his red and black plaid flannel shirt revealing arms still lobster boat sunburnt and covered with a glistening sweat.

      “Been working?”

      “Packing.”

      Tony looked around the parking lot. “Good day for it.”

      Sally passed a hand over his beard, pulling it down as if straightening it. He looked up at the sky, removed his hat and wiped sweat from a face so dour you could squeeze vinegar from it. But Sally’s bright blue eyes gave him away. He was laughing about something. All the time.

      He looked around the empty lot. “Ayuh.”

      Sally went back inside and returned with a wooden kitchen chair in one hand and a bottle of Johnnie Walker Red in the other. He angled the chair back until it rested like a tripod, its two rear legs on the Arcade’s porch and the backrest against the wall, sat and put his feet up on a cooler that’d seen better days.

      Tony looked over at the miniature golf course. “What you got in the cooler, Captain?”

      “Ice and Old Milwaukees. Might be a Sam Adams or two near the bottom.”

      “Need some help finding those?”

      “Gotta get your own chairs.”

      “Mind getting us a couple of chairs out of the Arcade, Al?”

      They sat. Tony reached in the cooler, pulled out an Old Milwaukee, shook off some ice, popped it, took a sip, sighed like he was a bee full of honey, put it down on the porch beside his chair then put his hands into the bib of his overalls.

      He and Sally kept their eyes on the trafficless road outside the Miniature Golf Land/Batting Cages/Arcade’s gate, their mutual respect for each other built immediately on the understanding that neither was going to look at the other.

      “Got a proposition for you, Captain.”

      “Ayuh.”

      “You got any artificial turf left over from your fairways?”

      Sally laughed. “’Fairways’, is it? Puttin’ Greens, you mean?”

      Tony nodded without acknowledging the man’s presence. “Puttin’ Greens. Yeah.”

      “Got a few.”

      “I’d like to buy what you got left.”

      “Ain’t for sale.”

      Al was about to speak up but Tony’s look kept him quiet.

      “At no price?”

      “Oh, I got a price. Just ain’t for sale. You can have ‘em for barter.”

      Tony nodded, reached down, and inspected his beer. “What’s the trade?”

      “When I’m ready, I’m going to gather what I can and head back home to settle down. Going to find out if them kids either made their way or sunk my boat. You can take all the greens you want. It’s not Astroturf, by the way, it’s indoor-outdoor carpet. Can-tuck-ee Green, they call it. What I can’t sell or barter I’m going to have to haul to the dump.” Sally’s eyes flicked briefly to the orange Kittson county pickup but other than that he paid it no mind. “What I don’t want to haul to the dump might fill the back of a pickup for the trip back east. I’ll worry about that when the time comes. But I’ll need a dumper right before then.”

      Tony looked in the general direction Sally was looking in. “I think we could spare you a dumper or two.”

      “I’ll take one dumper and a bucket loader to fill it. Half a day at the most, when the time comes.”

      Tony considered. “There might be some other things around here I’ll want to take. Maybe my friend here might find something he’d like.”

      Sally’s gaze shifted slightly so he wouldn’t accidentally look at Al, either. “Ayuh.”

      “I guess I can live with that.”

      Captain Sally’s chair rocked forward and he stood in one smooth motion. “I guess I can, too.” He smiled at Al, his blue eyes still not revealing the joke. “Charlie and Ben your boys?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “They’s pinball junkies, you know that? They got more free games one day than the machines could count. Since then I just give ‘em free games to keep ‘em around. Good boys, those two.”

      “Thank you. I’ll tell their mom you said that. It’d please her.”

      “They favor Terminator, Twilight Zone, The Shadow, and Johnny Mnemonic. They spend a lot of time staring at Scared Stiff Elvira and if I was younger, I would, too. You see something in there you like, you take it. I got the books on most of them so you can bypass the slots. If you’re handy you can keep any of them going for years.”

      Al went in.

      Tony said, “Going to be hot today.”

      Captain Sally said, “Ayuh.” A beer can popped and fizzed.

      Two hours later Al had the five machines in the back of the Kittson county pickup and Tony had thirty-seven square yards of Kentucky BlueGrass indoor-outdoor carpet, one yard wide and thirty-seven yards long, rolled up beside it.

      Two months later Tony and Al came back, Al driving the dumper and Tony in the bucketloader. Captain Sally met them holding the same Johnnie Walker bottle and only one or two fewer cans in the cooler.

      Tony said, “You’ll never kill yourself that way.”

      “Ayuh.”

      But that was years ago. Sally never called for the pickup, that part of the barter forgotten, and stayed on. “Living on my ‘vestments.”

      Now Al sat in Tony’s office, hat in hand, coffee in a styrofoam cup steaming at the edge of Tony’s desk and Tony looking out the window so he wouldn’t have to face his friend. “I don’t suppose you can explain this to me.”

      Since the first morning he’d been called for a double-shift, Al found it easier to sleep in the cold of the plow’s cab or his pickup than at home. Today’s stunt topped it.

      “Just so you’ll hear it from me first, I looked into getting you retirement with full benefits.”

      “I don’t want to retire, Tony.”

      “Good, because the town said no. I called the union, too. They said the contract with the town was solid and couldn’t do anything, either.”

      “That’s —”

      “Unless there was a physical, not psychological, reason for you to retire.”

      “Tony, I’m as —”

      “Then this nice woman says to me, ‘Do you know Doctor Edward Martin?’ and I said ‘Of course I know Doc Martin. Everybody in Hallock knows Doc Martin. He’s been the county’s medico as far back as anybody can remember.’ and she says, ‘Did you know Doctor Martin took the union’s side in the last two contract negotiations?’ and you know what happened then, Al?”

      “Uh —”

      “I smiled, Al. I smiled, I thanked that nice lady and I called Doc Martin and you’re going to go see him.”

      “Tony?”

      “You’re going to see him, Al, or I’m going to have to fire your ass, and I don’t want that any more than you want it done.”

      Al stared down at the Kentucky Bluegrass indoor-outdoor carpet. It hadn’t faded or worn in all the years since they’d laid it. He nodded without realizing it. “Yeah, sure. Okay. I’ll go see Doc Martin.”

      Tony lowered his voice to a whisper. “I don’t give a fuck about the trucks, Al. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to see you get hurt.”

      It was the nicest thing anybody said to him since Effie and the boys died.

      “Now get the fuck out of here and go see Doc Martin.” He scribbled something on a yellow Post-It and handed it to Al. “That’s the time and you know the place. Until I hear from him, you’re on medical. You got time coming and the union already said they’d cover your bills. Now get.”
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      Joni Levis rolled over and buried her head against Virgil’s pillow. Still asleep, she settled herself into the bed and inhaled deeply, pulling in his aromas, his shampoo, his sweat, and smiled.

      She felt a trill, a tingling contraction, her body caught between the notes of excitation and sleep, and felt a brief muscle spasm in her vagina. A moment later there was another quiver and she half opened her eyes. Awake, the contractions became more immediate and demanding. She looked at the large, red numerals on her clock: 4:35AM.

      She smiled and rolled towards his side of her bed: it was Fucking Time.

      Virgil always woke her up within a few minutes of 4:35AM for a little lovemaking. It didn’t matter if she was turned away, on her back, on her stomach, curled in the covers, facing him or whatever; always the gentle nudge, the liquid parting, and his lips would be on her, his penis in her. Busy-busy-busy for a few minutes and then asleep once again.

      She reached for him and her hand closed on empty sheets. Her eyes opened wide. No Virgil and the bathroom was dark.

      “Virgil?”

      She turned on the lamp beside her bed. His clothes were gone. The only part of him remaining in her Boston BackBay condo was his scent on her imported cotton sheets and his necklace around her neck.

      “Fuck you, Virgil.”

      Her eyes darted around the bedroom and stopped on her reflection in the mirror. “Ugh.” She turned away, pulled her nightshirt down - again! - and crossed her arms over her chest; her body reminded her of a little girl’s that had suddenly sprouted too much boob. She stopped wearing t-shirts with sayings on them because the punchlines were always hidden in the shade.

      She pulled her knees up under the sheets and held them tight against her, flattening her chest, and checked herself again. “Ugh.”

      Her hand reached to her nightstand for a cigarette and came up empty.

      “Guess today wasn’t the day to quit smoking.”

      She’d replaced the ashtray with a bowl of cherry Tootsie-Roll Pops. Rocking slightly, she unwrapped one, crinkled the wrapper, tossed it down on Virgil’s side of the bed, and sucked hard on the round head of candy as it entered her mouth.

      “What’re you going to tell me this time? You had to go feed your dog? Your friend, ‘Sarah’, couldn’t take care of things tonight and you had to get home?”

      She took the lollipop out of her mouth and jabbed it like a pointer at the vacant side of the bed. “You know, people have been telling me to hire a private detective to find out about you. I’m thinking about it, you know.”

      The necklace’s cheap stone pendant slithered between her breasts.

      “And this fucking necklace.”

      She laughed. Virgil called it a fucking necklace because “I like you wearing it when we fuck.”

      She lifted the stone to her lips. “Come in, Virgil. Six-O-Seven-Niner on the old Ten-Four, good buddy.”

      She snapped it off and threw it across the room. It banged against the wall, shattered, and let out a dying squeal.

      “What the?” She retrieved it and held it under a light. A tiny circuit board grew dark. “You bastard. I was kidding. You fucking bastard.”

      Another twinge. This one deeper, higher. In her womb. “I’m a month late, Virgil. Did you hear that? Is that why you left? You always seem to know these things. If I have it, will it be a lying little bastard like you?”

      Outside and several stories below, a tractor-trailer headed east through Boston along Interstate-90. A car horn screamed and the big truck’s airhorn drowned it out. The car horn became stationary while the truck’s horn continued on. “Yeah, that’s right.” She nodded, listening to the sounds evaporating in the night. “That’s exactly right.” She reached again to her nightstand, opened the drawer and lifted out a vibrator. Black letters on its white side read “DaVinci’s Personalé Vibrateur”.

      “Fuck you. Just fuck you.” She put the wet, sticky lollipop on the nightstand, turned the vibrator on, and shut off the light. “Fuck you.”

      The vibrator quaked between her legs and her bedroom door opened. She walked through into her parents’ house in Denver.

      Her mother walked out of the kitchen wearing clothes and a hairdo straight out of the early 1990’s. It was like watching a home video. Joni kept looking for her twin sister and brothers to enter the frame.

      Her mother held a broom and swept between Joni’s legs.

      “Scat!”

      “Mom?”

      Her mother turned into Shakespeare, complete with long hair, ruffled collar, puffy shirt, tights, beard, and everything. Shakespeare pointed out the door Joni had entered. “Out, foul thing.”

      Joni walked out the door into heavy rain. No, not rain. A shower head hung directly over her in the sky. Water poured down but only wet her groin. She reached down. She was soaked. There was something else, something hard and unyielding.

      “What the…” She woke quickly, the dildo still in her hand, her body shaking with the last pulses of orgasm.

      Something moved at her window.

      She saw it again. A black silhouette, like a small man’s shadow. It walked through her window and up into the sky.

      

      Dr. Honey Fitz’s wrinkled face watched for reactions. “You say this is the first time you’ve had this dream, and you think it has something to do with your boyfriend?”

      Joni sat in a plush, comfortable, high-backed chair that belonged in a wealthy family’s sitting room, not a psychiatrist’s office.

      But this was McLean Hospital, and this was Belmont, Massachusetts, and Dr. Fitz got four hundred dollars an hour to sit on her skinny, old, Boston Brahmin butt and listen, so the furniture had better be damn nice. For that matter, the whole damn office looked like a wealthy family’s sitting room. Everything matched: the chair Dr. Fitz sat in, the dark rosewood desk, the chair beside it, the oriental rug that hushed the steps of anyone entering her office; the painting of her namesake, Boston’s own Mayor Honey Fitz, smiling benevolently as his great-granddaughter listened to secrets he would’ve used to make himself richer. Hell, even the coat rack matched the chairs and desk. How many places did you know did that?

      Joni stared out the window to the beautiful lawns and sculpted arborage guarding the hospital’s eastern wing from the citizenry beyond. “I don’t like calling him my boyfriend. He has a name. Virgil. The Virge.”

      “You’re objectifying him.”

      “I object to him, period.”

      Dr. Fitz flipped through some notes. “Before you referenced him as your boyfriend.”

      “Things change.”

      “What’s changed?”

      Joni’s thumbs spun the rings on her fingers like a magician practicing coin tricks. She pursed her lips and continued to stare out the window.

      “Well?”

      Joni ran a slim hand down the green silk of her blouse as if to straighten the pleats. Would her bosom grow larger or shrink to nothing if she had the child, or even if she waited too long before aborting it? Her mother’s breasts had shrunk to hanging prunes. But she’d breastfed four children. Her sister’s boobs had ballooned to the point she couldn’t go anywhere without men and women tripping on curbs or running into store displays when she walked past.

      Funny. Her mother had breasts and both she and her sister had boobs.

      Boobs. Tits. Knockers. Masougas. Momboes. Hangers. Hooters. Kleevcos.

      That last one came from a website Virgil talked about.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “Okay.”

      Joni looked up at Dr. Fitz’s old wrinkled face. Were Dr. Fitz’s tits as wrinkled as her mother’s? Did Dr. Fitz ever have children?

      She’d drop her jaw if Dr. Fitz had ever had a lover or been in love.

      “’Okay’? I pay you how much for ‘Okay’? You don’t have any suggestions? You don’t think I should go out and kill the son-of-a-bitch? You don’t think I should wait until he’s asleep some night and pull a Lorena Bobbitt on him? Wasn’t there some movie with some Swedish actor where the wife did that?”

      “Pele the Conqueror.”

      Joni laughed. “That’s right. I’ll have to go find it.”

      It didn’t surprise her that Dr. Fitz knew the movie off the top of her head.

      “I want to know what you think you should do.”

      Joni threw her hands up and stared at the ceiling. At least the ceiling looked like it belonged in a hospital setting: two rows of fluorescent lights that Dr. Fitz never turned on. To save electricity? Because it would ruin her rug? Or her great-grandfather’s portrait? Maybe she preferred the subdued lighting of her accountant’s desk lamp and two floor lamps?

      “I don’t know what to do. I want to ask you a question for once.”

      Dr. Fitz said nothing.

      “How much of what’s in this room is you and how much is about you?”

      Dr. Fitz remained silent.

      “Ah, that’s right. We can’t allow transference. Always make sure it’s about the patient, not about you. Isn’t that what they teach you at shrink school?”

      “This is bothering you quite a bit, isn’t it, Joni.”

      “You are pathetic, you know that? You think a simple ploy like that is going to draw me out?”

      Dr. Fitz placed her notes in her lap and put her pen down. “I’m open to any suggestions you care to make.”

      Joni sighed. She closed her eyes until her beautifully sculpted lashes embraced. “Did I ever tell you Virgil’s last name?”

      “No, I don’t think you ever did.”

      “You know movies so you’ll get a kick out of this. Tibbs. Virgil Tibbs.”

      “The man’s a schwvarze?”

      Joni’s eyes popped at the sudden Yiddish. Dr. Fitz’s face was a contortionist’s mask of laughter suppressed. They caught each other’s eyes and guffawed simultaneously. Joni slid off her chair, doubled over with laughter. Dr. Fitz squeezed her legs together and started hacking like a six-pack a day smoker. She got out “Excuse me” and left, her laughter echoing down the hall to the ladies room.

      She returned, cleared her throat, and took her seat.

      Joni sat wiping tears from her eyes. “God, that was good. I haven’t laughed like that in years. And by the way, no. I think his mother just liked the movie.”

      “Or Sidney Poitier.”

      “Whatever.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to have an abortion.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m not going to tell him about it.”

      “About the child or the abortion?”

      “I don’t know. Right now, I don’t know if I ever want to see him again.”

      “Okay. What about the dream?”

      “That was weird, wasn’t it?”

      “Do you think there’s any meaning to it?”

      “You mean do I think I’m fucked or not?”

      “Well…something like that.”

      “I don’t know. You’re the shrink. You tell me.”

      “I think you should let me know if it’s repeated. It’s an interesting dream.”

      Joni looked at the diplomas on the walls. “Would that be a Jungian or a Freudian perspective?”

      “Assagiolian, I suppose.”

      “Yeah, right, whatever.”

      Dr. Fitz checked her watch. “Session’s over.”

      Joni gathered her things. “Figures. We start making headway and it’s time to go.”

      “Joni?”

      “Yeah, Honey?” Joni chuckled. “I love saying that.”

      “All your family’s in Denver? I mean none of them are close by?”

      “No. Yes, I mean. Correct.”

      “How about close friends. You still work at Halliday & Finch?”

      “Best damn digital marketers on the planet.”

      “Anybody there you can turn to?”

      Joni snorted. “You’re kidding, right? Ninety-nine percent of the people in digital anything are either in therapy or should be. And I can quote numbers like that because I’m a digital analyst.” She snorted a second time. “The money we make? And not a damn one of us knows what we’re doing or will admit it. You ever walk through a digital marketing office? The industry’s made up of manic depressive bipolars. It’s an industry requirement. Talk about imposter syndrome…”

      “Have you been self-diagnosing again?”

      “What’s where I work have to do with anything?”

      Honey Fitz came around her desk and leaned back on the edge facing Joni, her hands on either side of her gripping the edge of the desk as if it were the edge of a cliff. “Because if you decide on an abortion and you want somebody there for you and there’s nobody you can ask, give me a call.”

      Joni stared at the petite, tight-assed, prissy schoolmarm of a woman standing before her. “You’d do that?”

      Now Dr. Fitz stared out the window. “Yes.” Her hand went over her flat stomach.

      Joni’d read enough to recognize the unconscious act: Dr. Fitz had no pictures of husband, children, family; only her namesake Honey Fitz on the wall looking down on her. The lack of personal memorabilia had less to do with concern for transference than it did with a lack of anything to remember.

      “Thank you, Dr. Fitz. I appreciate that.”
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      Jack Games leaned against Room 343’s window. 343 was the largest private patient’s room in his clinic and the only one with a picture window overlooking the University of Chicago Medical Center’s quad. He watched some med students play Hacky sack on the lawn while others sat on benches soaking up the early Fall sun. The quad was surrounded by the Medical Center’s white, gray, and tan facades. The university hospital stood just out of sight off to the side.

      He pulled back from the window and gazed at Tom’s patient monitors, their multicolored lines and blinking numbers a thankfully steady but defeating rhythm in Jack’s mind: no change. No change. No change. No change.

      “What are we going to do, Tom?”

      Tom MacPherson snored, a gentle hnnh sound.

      Thirty PhDs, MDs, DScis and related specialists worked for Dr. Jackson Arthur Games. He chaired the University of Chicago’s Neurosciences Department, co-chaired the Center for Narcolepsy Research at the University of Illinois, Chicago, was on the board of the Defense and Civil Institute of Environmental Medicine in Toronto, Ontario, Canada, unofficially owned the third floor of the Brain Research Institute, sat on the board of the BRF Center for Molecular Neurobiology, and on Monday afternoons held an online, invitation-only Sleep Disorders Specialty Clinic.

      None of which meant shit right now. Jackson Arthur Games had come a long way from DC’s Prospero House, the largest orphans’ home in the tri-state area, and most of it with the MacPherson family’s financial backing.

      “Smart investment, eh, Tom? You spent how much money on my education and I can’t do a frickin’ thing for you now?”

      Tom hnnhed. Tom hnnhed in his sleep for as long as Jack knew him.

      Jack remembered one day when he and Tom were in Jack’s college dorm room. Jack got dressed while Tom sat on the bed, watching Jack’s silhouette against a not quite as large window.

      “Holy shit, Jack. You’re black.”

      “All the way down and for most of my life, smart ass.”

      “No, I mean, I’ve always known you were a ‘black man’, but I never noticed your skin. It’s black. Darker than mine anyway. Wow. That’s neat.”

      Jack held up his hand as if to check Tom’s statement then caught himself. Tom’s sincerity was both stupefying and contagious. But Tom had always been innocent and naive in ways Jack couldn’t quite fathom.

      “You are truly color blind, my friend.”

      The bond cemented in their junior year. Tom was packing his car for Christmas break and Jack blocked his path. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “When did Admin put a wall here?”

      “No, serious now.”

      Tom leaned against his car. “You okay?”

      “No, I’m not. And you’re the reason.”

      “What did I do?”

      “How come you never invite me home for Christmas break? Or Thanksgiving? Or any break?”

      “Well, I —”

      “Is this where you tell me your family’s members in good standing of the local KKK and you broke free?”

      “No, I —”

      “Do you think I got someplace to go? Do you think somebody’s filling a stocking for me? Saving me a drumstick? Hiding Easter Eggs for me to find?”

      “Hey, fuckhead.”

      “What?”

      Tom picked up a laundry bag and put it in his trunk. “Sorry, I just never thought to ask.”

      “You never thought to ask? What the hell? Did you not have any friends growing up? Did you not invite your schoolmates home to play? Watch TV? Listen to music?”

      Tom stopped loading. “No, I didn’t.”

      Jack stared at him. Tom’s naivete caught him again and Jack fumbled a recovery. “You got a crazy uncle locked in the attic?”

      Tom stopped mid way to his trunk with a box of books in his hands. “No. Go get your things. I’d love to have you with me for the holidays.”

      They drove two-hundred highway miles in silence. They exited the highway and traveled some low mountain roads until they came to an old village built along a river.

      Jack said, “Is that a waterpowered mill?”

      “Yes. Still operational. Doesn’t power anything, just something to look at and remember.”

      Jack looked at the company store turned country store, the hitching posts, rail guides, and water troughs still prevalent along Main Street. “Wow, what a sense of history.”

      Tom snorted. “You got that right.”

      They rode another twenty minutes in silence. Tom turned up a gravel drive hidden by trees at the far side of town. The drive stopped at an ivy-covered mansion buried in a copse of oak, ash, and pine.

      “Tom, I’m sorry. This was a stupid idea. I’ll head back to town and hitch back to school.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve been here before, Tom. I’ve made friends before whose family thought the darker the skin the darker the man. I don’t need to be your proof that desegregation doesn’t work.”

      “Come on.” They walked through the front doors, their arms full. Tom headed up some stairs. “I’ll get you settled. Then you can meet Mama.”

      “Mama?”

      “Yeah, Mama. You’ve gone this far, you might as well get the whole show.”

      “Look, Tom, just tell me. Am I going to be the show?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I can imagine it now. The sweet smile, the warm handshake, the genteel and curious questions. Then when you and Mama are alone, ‘Get that nigger out of my house.’”

      They dropped their packs and books in a room with aircraft models hanging from the ceiling and ship models on the shelves. Superhero and car posters covered the walls.

      “No Farrah Fawcett poster?”

      “A, she was before my time and 2,” he pointed, “it’s hanging in my bathroom.”

      Jack stared, unmoving, unbelieving he was this close to the Grail. “You got a private bathroom?”

      “Sure do.” Tom headed out the door. “Follow me.”

      They walked down a thickly carpeted hallway of heavy wood paneling. Every few feet there was a picture of an old white guy. Tom opened a door.

      Jack took a deep breath and followed him in.

      And stopped.

      It was a child’s room. An elderly woman rode a rocking horse. An equally elderly nurse sat by the window reading a book. “Hi, Tom. I thought I heard you come in.”

      “Hi, Mabs. How’s Mama?”

      “She has her days.”

      “This is my friend, Jack. I emailed you and Mama about him.”

      Mabs got up from the window and gave Jack’s hand a good, strong shake. Tom went over to the woman on the rocking horse. “Mama? It’s me, Tom. You remember me? Tommy?”

      She stopped rocking and looked at Jack. “Tommy? You’ve been out in the sun too long.”

      “No, Mama. I’m Tom. Right here. Next to you. That’s my friend, Jack. You remember I wrote you about my friend, Jack?”

      Mama dismounted the rocking horse and dragged it over to Jack. “You like to ride, Jack? Tom used to love to ride when he was younger. Now I couldn’t get him on a horse if I had to.”

      “Mama!”

      Jack held his hand up. “No, Tom. It’s all right. Sure, Mrs. MacPherson. I love to ride.”

      She looked from Jack’s beefy six-six frame to her rocking horse. “Hmm. I think we’ll need a Percheron for you, son.”

      “It’ll be fine.” He straddled the rocking horse without dropping his weight onto it. Slowly, watching Mama all the time, he began rocking.

      “That-a-way, Jack,” Mama said in a strong western accent. “You ride that sum-bitch!”

      Mabs went back to the window and her book. Tom looked at Mama, smiled, then looked at Jack.

      Jack watched Mama, looking for signs of discomfort with this stranger in her house.

      He saw discomfort. But different than he was used to.

      Tom’s eyes watered and he wiped them.

      They had a great weekend. Mama accepted Jack like a second son. He became a regular. Several years, college through grad school. They stayed close even when Jack moved up to Dartmouth then around the globe doing multiple internships, designing his own specialty. Jack always found his way home for Thanksgiving, Christmas, birthdays, Fourth of July, any day ending in a “y”, …

      And that was that.

      Jack stared at Tom’s monitors. “Tom, why can’t you wake up?”

      

      Mabs called Jack and asked him to come up to the house. “All Tom does is sleep all day. He comes down to eat, he takes a shower and shaves, then he goes back to bed.”

      “Mama’s been gone close to a year now. We all miss her —”

      “It’s not that, Jack. He’s gotten worse.”

      “Worse since the funeral?”

      “Worse. I don’t remember when he last saw daylight.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      Tom was the last of his line and Mama’s condition prevented anything beyond casual friendships with most people. But that Mama-powered boundary no longer existed. Jack guessed Tom suffered some form of Parolee Societal Reintegration Syndrome: the sudden lack of penitentiary structure caused most cons to recidivate. Tom recidivised by isolating himself in the mansion.

      Mabs opened the door and Jack took a moment to smile.

      “Jack. Thank you for coming. God, I must look a fright. I’ve been so worried about Tom I haven’t taken care of myself right, have I?”

      Mabs made Mama her life. Tom gave her the west side of the mansion and a handsome allowance and no real concerns in return, but she’d aged rapidly since Mama passed. When she opened the door she looked like something out of a Faulkner novel. A lesser known, mostly-ignored-and-rightly-so Faulkner novel. Jack imagined her walking through a moonlit graveyard at midnight wearing nothing but a white flannel nightgown and slippers, throwing dead rose petals on an illicit lover’s grave and mumbling some incantation hoping he would rise.

      Thick, white hair hung in two long pigtails around her neck and down her back - either a scarf or hangman’s noose and Jack couldn’t tell which - and framed her wrinkled, liver marked face as she spoke.

      “How are you doing, Mabs?”

      She smiled and his trained eyes fixed on her discolored gums. He caught her breath and hid his reaction.

      She caught his eye and smiled. “Oh, you’re such a good doctor, Jack Games. Nothing’s hid from you, is it?” She laughed. “It’s oncogenic nephritis, advanced. There’s a real fancy name for it but it’s killing me just the same. I have six months. Maybe a year.”

      “Jesus Christ, Mabs. How come you never told me? Did you tell Tom?”

      “My people are long gone and if I told Tom he’d go before I did.” She shifted her white robe around her plump little body and took his arm to lead him into the house. “Underneath here I’ve got more puncture wounds from where they’ve tried to draw the little boogers from me than Custer had arrow holes. I even have a machine in my room I hook myself up to at night so my kidneys can function for another day.”

      “I appreciate your letting me know.”

      She led him upstairs to Tom’s room. “Time for this family’s next guide dog, I guess.”

      Tom huddled under the sheets in the middle of his bed, the covers forming a tent over him, a little boy home with a cold. His room hadn’t changed since Jack’s first visit except Mama’s rocking horse now rested against the common wall.

      “Tom?”

      No response. Not even a ruffling under the sheets.

      “What’s going on, Tom.”

      A voice from inside the tent. “Nothing.”

      “You think this is normal?”

      “Huh?”

      “You think it’s normal for me to be talking to a pile of laundry?”

      “Did Mabs forget to do the laundry?”

      “You think it’s normal for a grown man to be hiding under his bedcovers?”

      “I’m fine. Just thinking.”

      Jack pulled clothes from Tom’s bureaus and closets. He slammed drawers and doors as he did to make as much noise as possible.

      Tom called from inside his tent, “What’s all the noise?”

      Jack threw clothes on Tom’s bed, collapsing Tom’s tent.

      Tom poked his head out from under the covers. “What are you doing, Jack?”

      “Me? I’m saving your life. We’re going to find you a nice inner city apartment. I don’t care which city. You? You’re going for walks every day. In a park, downtown, to the library, I don’t care where and you’ll walk or take a bus or subway, do you understand?”

      “Yeah, but —”

      “But nothing. If I can manage it, you’re getting a job. You’re going to meet people, talk with them, I don’t care if they don’t want to talk to you, you’re going to at least say hello to them. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah, but —”

      “No buts,” Jack shouted. He grabbed Tom by the arms and lifted him from the bed. “I’m a big black man from the ghetto. You don’t want me pissed off at you. You’re going to do what I tell you, understand?”

      “Yeah, sure. Of course. But I have to pee first.”

      Jack’s concern lessened as Tom smiled up at him.

      “Have Mabs make us some coffee. I’ll be downstairs once I clean up.”

      

      “Tommy, it’s me, Jack. Remember me? Black Jack? Remember back in college when you discovered I was black? I’m still black. Don’t you want to wake up and tell me I’m still black, Tom?”

      Tom hnnhed on the bed.

      Jack lifted his oversized tablet and flipped through reports, scans, x-rays, tomographs, biopsy results and bulletins on indigenous plant and animal life around Tom’s family cabin in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.

      He looked up when a research specialist walked in.

      The woman shook her head before he spoke. “He’s not responding to Provogil or anything else. Nothing’s inhibiting the sleep patterns. He goes right through stages one, two, and three in a matter of one or two breaths then into stage four and stays there, except he never dreams a bit.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Alpha goes, he becomes desynchronous so we know he’s entering stage two, we get sleep spindles and K-complexes then his delta waves start so we know he’s in stage three, then he goes fully delta so we know he’s in stage four. But nothing else happens to indicate a dream state, no REMs, no hypno-, narco-, neuro- or hemo-chemistry change complexes. He’s asleep, only nothing about him knows it.”

      “Did research turn up anything?”

      “I did get something from MedLine. From your alma mater. Maybe you studied with the guy. Capoçek Lupicen? Ever hear of him?”

      “I remember the name, vaguely. Not from MedSci, though. What’s his specialty?”

      She hesitated. “Same as ours.”

      “Yes?”

      “Same as ours, I think.” She pointed to the tablet he held. “It starts on screen five. You should read the whole thing.”

      He flipped and swiped. “Ok. Neuroscience, neurophysiology, neuropathology. Neurotopology? That’s a typo. They meant ‘Neurotopography’. Sleep disorders research. Oneirologist? Nice but not special. We have two dream docs here.”

      “Keep going.”

      “QuantumNeuroGeoDynamics? Never heard of it.” He swiped some screens. “What is it? How come it’s not described in this report?”

      She tiptoed out the door while he continued swiping screens. “According to what I could find, it’s a mix of Quantum Physics, Cultural Anthropology, Psychology, and about a hundred and twenty other fields.”

      He looked up, realized she was missing, saw her standing in the hall.

      “Really?”

      “Look at the last four pages.”

      Games swiped, paused, read, swiped, paused, read. “How come we’ve never run into him before?”

      “Damned if I know, Jack. I called and talked to a Sandy Olafssen, his research assistant. I think she runs his lab for him. Anyway, she said he doesn’t spotlight himself much. At this point, what could it hurt? He seems to be just what your friend ordered. Give Lupicen a call.”

      Tom’s ragged voice came from the bed. “Do what she says.”

      Jack barked orders and demanded personnel in the two steps it took him to stand beside Tom. “Tom, can you hear me?”

      Tom MacPherson’s eyes opened, fluttered, closed. Words came out labored, quickly in a rush of breath. “Been awake four times since cabin.”

      Deep breath.

      “First time can talk.”

      Breath.

      “More awake each time.”

      Breath.

      “Not long.”

      Each breath, each rush of words took increasing effort. Tom started to lift his head and Jack put his hand under it. “Easy, Tom.”

      “Jamie?”

      “Jamie’s fine. He’s with Rita, Bobby, and me.”

      MacPherson’s eyes fluttered open. They rested but didn’t focus. “If anything happens…Jamie…” Tom swallowed his son’s name as his head sank back onto the pillow.

      “Like he’s my own, Tom. Like he’s my own.”

      “Ellie said…do what she says.” Tom drifted away again.

      “Wait! What? Ellie? Tom?”

      The team arrived. “He was conscious for less than a minute. Do a full workup. Check everything again. He mentioned his wife, she’s been gone for over a year. Did he dream or hallucinate? Check for differentiated and non-differentiated luciferase and any elevated cyano- or chrono-bacterium in his bloodstream. See if there’s a depressed expression of cytochrome or BiP. Look for alterations in the monoamine system. Something’s got to be doing this. And whatever I forgot to tell you, do that, too.”

      They wheeled the unconscious MacPherson out.

      Jack went back to the window and looked for the Hacky sack players, wanting something normal to balance the chaos. Instead he saw a massive black woman seated on a bench staring up at the room. “Detective Johnson,” he whispered cordially. “How are you today?”

      Even though she couldn’t hear him, Chicago PD Special Investigations Detective Colodnie Johnson stood and waved, dwarfing the Hacky sack players about ten feet behind her. Standing, she was as tall as Jack and a hundred pounds heavier.

      “How’d you find out Tom was here? You follow him up north in the hopes he’d dig up Ellie’s body? No, wait, I got it. You did this to him.”

      He waved back. “No, you’re not smart enough to do any of that. But you still think he killed Ellie, don’t you. And you’re never going to let him go until you can prove it, right?”

      She waved again and headed towards the clinic doors.

      “You stupid, fucking idiot.” He sighed. “Ah, but I repeat myself.” He picked up the phone beside Tom’s bed. “Tell security Detective Johnson is entering the building. Hold her at reception. I’ll meet her there. No one sees Tom MacPherson without my prior written authorization. I want two security and two nurses with him, door and bedside, twenty-four-seven.”

      

      Dr. Games watched Bobby and Jamie turn the Games’ thick gray hallway carpeting into a HotWheels™ raceway and remembered his promise: Like my own, Tom, like my own.

      He kneeled two stairs down from the landing where the raceway grew, his elbows resting on the top stair, his hands together and fingers intertwined in front of him as if in prayer. Little, brightly colored cars and trucks came his way and he knocked them back towards the track. Shem, sleeping behind Jamie, only opened his eyes when a car bounced at him.

      Jack had to tell Jamie about his dad. But how much could the little fellow take? God knows he wasn’t as frail as his old man. Jack was shocked Tom survived Ellie’s loss. At least Tom could bury Mama and Mabs. But they never found Ellie’s body and Tom never gave up hope. He’d argue, “They found her car but they never found her.”

      Both true.

      There were no signs of a struggle and it wasn’t an accident. To be honest, it seemed she just walked away, out of their lives, and more than one person made that point to Tom.

      But Jack knew Ellie. Her abandon Tom and Jamie and Shem?

      Impossible.

      The boys had created a jump for their HotWheels™ but one side kept flopping over in the heavy pile carpet. A red Maserati jumped the track and bounced into the bathroom.

      “Darn.” Bobby crawled after the car. “We need something to hold up that part of the track.”

      Jamie reached into his pocket. “How about this?”

      It looked like a stone. It had black edges but its center seemed to pick up the colors of whatever Jamie held next to it. In Jamie’s hand it appeared as a finely cut Caucasian colored quartz with a thin black outline. When Jamie put it on the rug Jack could barely find it in the thick, gray pile.

      “Where’d you get that, Jamie?”

      Jamie pulled it from under the track just as Bobby sent another car hurtling towards the jump. “Hey!”

      “One of the helicopter doctors found it on the cabin floor.” He held it up for Jack to see.

      Jack held it in his palm and all that remained was a black outline against his flesh. He rested it on the back of his hand and had to look closely to see the outline against the color of his skin. But it had weight. Heft. Substance. It was solid. Colorless throughout but solid. You could throw it and it would travel.

      “This was on the cabin floor and your dad never noticed it?”

      It measured half as long as his index finger and, at its center, as thick as his pinky. He scratched it with his nail but couldn’t leave a mark. Its shape was, for all his experience with such things, like a quartz crystal, but one this large with no visible imperfections - octagonal and the finest of black lines where the faces met - was surely worth a lot of money. He rolled it on the carpet then against the floorboards and wainscotting and finally held it against the blue and gray wallpaper. It disappeared like a chameleon in a forest each time. But this was mineral, not animal or vegetable.

      Collision? He remembered something from a required but long forgotten physics survey class, something about optical dark being due to quantum collisions. That would account for the edges, maybe? But on something this size?

      “Your dad never noticed this at all?”

      “No, Uncle Jack,” Jamie said. “One of the helicopter doctors picked it up and gave it to me.”

      “One of the helicopter doctors?”

      “Yeah, there were four of them, two pilots and two doctors. Or nurses maybe. The ones who took care of dad and brought me here.”

      “Oh. Right. One of them found this in the cabin? Do you remember which one?”

      “The Indian one. Graywolf. He had funny eyes.”

      “There were four of them and one was an Indian named ‘Graywolf’? You mean a Native American?”

      “Yeah, that’s right.”

      Jack knew the team that flew Tom from Michigan’s U P to CCMC and Jack’s team transferred Tom from CCMC to UCMC. That U P MedEvac crew transported emergencies into either Chicago or Detroit routinely. “Did they stop to refuel, Jamie, and Graywolf got out?”

      “No, we flew straight here.”

      “But there were only three people in attendance on that flight, Jamie. The pilot and two EMTs, one of whom can fly. None are Native Americans.”

      Jamie looked down at the HotWheels™ scattered around him then back at Jack. “But there was, Uncle Jack. He was with me on the helicopter. Graywolf. That’s when he gave me the Gate. He told me he found it on the cabin floor and that I was to keep it, that it’s important to Dad.”

      Jack hefted the crystal in his palm. “’Gate,’ Jamie?”

      Jamie’s eyes started to water. “Really, Uncle Jack. It’s true.” His chin tightened and his lips quivered.

      Jack ruffled Jamie’s thick, red hair then kissed both boys on their heads as he stood up. “I’m sure it is, Jamie. You said there was something funny with his eyes? What was that?”

      Jamie’s face brightened. “One was brown and the other blue.” Jamie had only recently learned his left from his right and waved his hands to show which was which: right blue, left brown.

      “Are you sure, Jamie?”

      Jamie waved his hands authoritatively. “Yes, Uncle Jack. This eye is blue, this one is brown.”

      Right blue, left brown.

      That would be a sure giveaway to finding the man, but to make the picture more complete, he asked, “Can you tell me what he looked like? Aside from his eyes, I mean?”

      “His skin was dark, Uncle Jack. Not like yours or Bobby’s or Aunt Rita’s, but lots darker than mine or dad’s. And he was tall, not as tall as you but taller than dad, and he was skinny, and he had long black hair, a big ponytail, tied down his back.”

      Not as dark as Jack, Rita, or Bobby, so not black, but darker than Tom or Jamie, so maybe Pakistani-Indian, maybe Central or South American, but then there was the hair Jamie described. “That sure sounds like an Indian, doesn’t it?” Jack offered.

      Jamie perked right up, convinced Uncle Jack believed his story. “It sure does.”

      Jack went into his study and called up the flight manifest. The flight and medical crew listed three names: John O’Leary, pilot and navigator; Shuresh Rumaniji, first flight EMT and emergency pilot; and Cassie Bremen, second flight EMT and RN. Cassie he ruled out automatically because Jamie called Graywolf ‘he.’ Shuresh Rumaniji was a dark skinned southern Indian but not Native American and not even Jamie would make that mistake more than once. That left the pilot, O’Leary, but Jack knew the man and again, a tall, red-headed Irishman did not a Native American make. He even spoke with a brogue. He searched for personnel with heterochromia iridis, the different colored irises Jamie had mentioned. Nothing. That, for sure, would be a giveaway feature. Unless the person was disguised or wearing contacts, but that was being paranoid and made no sense at all.

      He swiveled his chair to look out his study window. A bright quarter moon lit up his backyard, casting shadows in silver and gray, its light coming in and splaying across his desk and computer screen.

      Something caught Jack’s eye. Why didn’t he notice this before? An entry for an unnamed flight technician at the bottom of the manifest. Maybe Jamie didn’t know the difference between a flight technician and the medical personnel?

      Poor little guy.

      Jack went back out into the hall. The boys were taking turns looking through the crystal.

      “Hey, dad, look through this. Jamie looks like an old man.” Bobby winked at his father through the crystal.

      “Bobby says I look as old as you, Uncle Jack.”

      Jack laughed. “Oh, yes, that is old. What does Bobby look like, Jamie?”

      “He looks like Bobby.”

      “Can I try?”

      Jamie handed Jack the stone. Sure enough, Bobby looked like Bobby. An old black-and-white photograph but recognizably Bobby.

      But Jamie…

      Jamie looked like Jamie, still a little boy, but a kaleidoscopic aura emanated from him surrounding him like a cloak. Still Jamie but a different Jamie. Not maturity. Age? Knowledge?

      No.

      Patience. Wisdom. A sense of time, of age without being tired.

      Jack remembered a term from a philosophy of religion elective: an “old soul”?

      He could understand Bobby saying Jamie looked like an old man but it was more the energy around him than Jamie himself.

      “Jamie, do you have any other stones like this?”

      Jamie shook his head while he motioned a tiny dump truck towards a tiny skip loader. “No. Graywolf only gave me the one. How’s Dad?”

      Jack picked up Jamie and held him. “He’s sleeping again, Jamie. But he woke up for a while. He told me to tell you he loves you and not to worry, we’ll get him through this.”

      “I know, Uncle Jack.”

      “Oh? How’s that?”

      “Graywolf had me look at Dad through the Gate. He told me to believe whatever I saw through the Gate, that it couldn’t lie. That’s why everything you see through it is in black and white, like at night. When I looked at Dad he was awake and okay.”

      Jack looked through the stone again; Bobby, his own son, black and white. Jamie, colors.

      Probably emotional exhaustion. That explained it. On both their parts. Nothing strange, just some interesting minerology and emotional exhaustion working as one.

      He looked at Jamie again. Still an aura. Still an old soul.

      Shem thumped his tail on the carpet.

      Jack’s mind came back to his original problem: how much to tell Jamie.

      Tom came in and out of consciousness but showed no signs of trauma or dissociative disorder. He was awake for several hours at a time now. His wake/sleep cycle followed a sinusoidal rather than circadian rhythm. But when he went out it was immediate and catastrophic.

      Jack reached out to Lupicen and Lupicen requested Tom be brought to him.

      A plane would be faster but couldn’t carry the necessary equipment should Tom’s autonomic and sympathetic systems go into cascade failure. A plane big enough to carry the equipment couldn’t land anywhere near Dartmouth, so it would be Boston, Manchester, or Burlington and then a three-plus hour ambulance ride and again, no ambulance could carry the necessary equipment. In both cases, emergency landing, if necessary, would be an issue.

      No, a plane wouldn’t do. A bus would take too long to modify and there would be traffic issues, arranging escorts, possible accidents, and traffic delays.

      A train. The trip would take a day, two at the most. “We’re going on a trip, Jamie. A train trip to see someone who will help your dad.”

      Jamie nodded and Shem stood up next to him. “Okay, Uncle Jack. Can I have my stone back now?”

      Jack handed it back. Jamie lifted it to his eye and looked at Shem.

      Shem sniffed the crystal, licked it and Jamie’s face, then wagged his tail. “Good boy, Shem. Good dog.”

      “Come on, Jamie. Let’s help Aunt Rita pack us some traveling bags.” Jack held out his hand.

      Shem followed close behind.
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