The Heart of the Hound

I was doing what I had been doing every night for the previous year when that call came in from the dispatcher; trying to choke back love by assaulting it with large doses of bourbon.

No matter how hard I tried to fight it off, love came at me with tear fueled memories that left gaping holes in my heart. Love tread on my soul with its horrific war hammer of depression. My essence screamed her name, but there was no answer.

Not since that fateful night, the year before, when my Shawna was ripped away from me by three .38 rounds while she was on her way to pick me up from the station. Damn that old truck, damn that carjacking asshole.

I swore I would never love again, yet every moment I live is torn by love.

The house was dark and cold. The phone rang and I choked back tears as I fumbled for the receiver, nearly dropping it.

Joanne was the dispatcher on duty that night and she had been with the department for as long as Denny and I had been friends. She loved us as family, often reminding one of an important calendar date for the other. She knew exactly how men were.

Joanne called me to let me know that something terribly wrong had happened at Denny’s and I needed to sober up and get there immediately.

Joanne knew too much about me.

Stumbling to the bathroom to wipe away love’s abuse, I looked into the mirror and noticed that what were once graying temples had spread their influence all through my hair.

No time to lament on youth, Denny was in trouble.

It is funny how an emergency can hold back the power of bourbon. Once in the city issue car and on the streets, I felt sober and my tactical thinking mind was coming into play. First I needed to go inside the scene and talk to Denny. Joanne did say that Denny was alive and, although Nora would be taken to the hospital, she would be fine. Joanne also said there was a death at the scene.

This could only mean one thing. Somehow, Nora’s life had been threatened and Denny took care of it. The love between Nora and Denny was legendary. Almost as legendary as mine and Shawna’s.

The drive took less than five minutes over the quiet streets, and I could see the aura of emergency vehicle lights well before I arrived. Pulling up to the scene, I popped two breath mints and got out.

Time to put on my work mask and suppress my own problems.

 The night air was whisking away the sounds of an ambulance as I stood inside of Detective Denny Samson’s brick ranch. Getting inside the living room where Denny was sitting on the couch was made easier by the front door being torn from the hinges.

Broken furniture, memories and blood littered the pale blue carpet and off white walls.

Denny's hands were covered with blood and shards of flesh.

“Did you see it?”

“Detective?”

“The Hound. Blazing eyes, heart shaped patch of deep red hair on its chest.”

Crazy, just like the Bentley chick. “Nora's fine, but you killed the attacker.”

Denny replied with fear, "No. Not me. The beast," and then he looked up shakily at me, “There’s more. I don’t think the hound was alone.”

Knowing that fear and adrenalin can combine for powerful hallucinations during moments of intense stress, and also knowing that my brother in arms and one of my best friends over the last decade needed some calming, I asked him,” Do you think you can recount what happened? Or would you rather wait until you’ve calmed down?”

“I don’t think I can,” cradling a now blood smeared face in his hands.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that his rights would most likely be read to him before he told the whole story.

It turned out he knew; knew how things looked and knew I was only doing my job. But I could still see the treachery in his eyes.

I couldn't blame him for that. I could feel the strength of my convictions bubbling up inside me and it weren't pretty.

Sitting there in front of me, with the blood on his hands beginning to dry and flake off, he didn't look like the Denny I knew any more. There was something else...Something more than the betrayal he'd shown me earlier. Only this wasn't a look or a sense, this was a knowing.

Denny had changed.

Thinking back to when he was sitting in his living room, I'd taken his arm to guide him gently towards my issue car. I'd needed to take him down to the station for questioning but I already knew that he was going to describe a thing; something I could never hope to bring to trial. He'd stumbled then, on the way to the car, but his reaction to his impending fall had been quick. Too quick.

It was afterwards as I was driving, that I had felt that sensation of 'knowing' for the first time. It had frightened me then.

Now, with a look that would haunt me for the rest of my life, he began...
With a deep breath, Denny started to talk.

The story came slowly at first but soon started to pick up speed as Denny grew in confidence. Only it wasn't confidence as he knew it. It felt alien to him but there also blew an air of familiarity around it, too.

Trying to ignore the pounding of his heart, and this feeling growing inside of him, he continued:

“It just came out of nowhere, this black mass...It just flew through the door; I didn't even have time to react. I mean, how could it do that? Just fly through a closed door as if it wasn't there?”

Denny looked up at his best friend at that point, but he didn't receive an indication that his friend had even heard the question. It was as if he was all alone. He might have well as been; he knew his friend didn't believe him one little bit. Denny sighed but continued to relay his side of the story.

“I heard snarling but couldn't see what was making the noise. I couldn't see anything. It was pitch black. But I could hear...” He stopped, as if working out in his mind just exactly what it was he heard earlier that night. “...the screaming...it was blood-curdling, terrible...a sickening sound of pain, distress and ...hopelessness. It took me some time to realise who it was that was screaming...then the snarling stopped. Even the screams grew quieter at that point. I turned in the direction where I thought the noise had come from and, at last in the gloom, I could make out the shape of a dog. A huge black hound with, what looked like to me, a big red heart on its chest. But there was something else with it. It wasn't alone...but I couldn't make it out...” Denny tailed off again.

He placed his face in his hands and just sat there for a few minutes in silence. Then, he slowly moved his fingers down over his eyes, cheeks and mouth as if trying to rub the images flashing through his mind out through the tiniest pores in his skin.

Denny knew how he must sound. But, he wasn't lying; had never lied since his childhood. He'd learnt his lesson then and had resolved never to repeat that mistake ever again. His father had beaten it hard into him that very night after Denny had gone to bed. His butt was so raw afterwards that he hadn't been able to sit down for several weeks.

From then on, he felt compelled to tell the truth no matter how stupid it sounded and how often it got him into hot water. He couldn't blame is pa for that. He was only doing what he thought was right; trying to teach Denny how to be a man.

Looking at me with eyes so dark and deep they pierced my heart, his voice trembled, "Jack, that dead perp; it wasn't me. I swear it wasn't, but the cocksucker deserved to die. He was going to hurt Nora."

"Look, someone is going to come along and get your account on tape, and if you tell them what you..."

"Fuck that. I know, they’ll accuse me of getting too involved in the Bentley case. Job pressure or some shit drove me over the edge and started to believe that 'crazy bitch'", his voice suddenly as calm as I have ever heard it, "Well, she wasn't nuts, and neither am I."

One last shot at what I knew was going to be a failed attempt at tripping Denny up, "I honestly believe you Denny," maybe I didn't, because he'd go off the deep end before he would lie, "I'm having a hard time understanding how it is that the attacker broke down the door and got to Nora while she was in the kitchen, before you got to him. Denny, I have seen you in action and know that your reaction time is a lot quicker than most of the Blues who are half your age."

Denny sat back, relaxed and smirked, "Jack, you know better. The asshole came in the back door. Had to have. Like I said, he didn't bust down any door. He was hiding back there in the wash room. Nora went to the kitchen to get some wine while I finished up in the office. She screamed and I ran to the kitchen where I saw that fuck hit her. I pulled him so hard that we tumbled into the living room...you" the word 'you' was said loaded with accusation, "don't believe the rest of it."

I didn't quite not believe it. That was the problem. Nora's story, up to where she was knocked unconscious by the would be rapist, matched Denny's to the tee, and there was no way they could have corroborated any mis-truths. What ever happened at Denny's place, happened suddenly, leaving no room for a cover up.

I was done and I needed to make good use of the time that Joanne had bought me. "Denny, you got a tough day ahead. Let's sneak out of here and get you to my place where you can freshen up, and grab some shut eye."

"That would be great, Jack. But not before I see Nora," his eyes were passion filled.

Denny's need to see Nora, I could quite believe. Ordinarily it wouldn't be allowed. Where there's a crime all possible steps have to be taken to prevent witnesses and suspects from talking to one another; from swapping stories and twisting the truth.

However, it was something I couldn't deny him. Not after what he'd...no, they'd both been through. I didn't think my boss would see it the same way, though.

But, seriously, did I really believe that Denny was a suspect in this case?

Watching Denny and Nora's reunion at the hospital was like watching the last ten minutes of a chick flick. Denny paid no attention to the specks of dried blood that still decorated his hands, arms and clothes as he nearly sprinted from the hospital room door to Nora's bed.

Nora didn't give the blood a second look either.

The scene was no real surprise. The love that the two had shared was as legendary as the one that was squashed like a bug on a windshield last year. Shawna and I were dedicated to each other every moment of every day. She completed me, and now I am nothing more than a husk.

I had to tell Denny he had five minutes. Otherwise, the boys might find him here and arrest him. What I didn't tell him was that it would be embarrassing to all of us if a nurse stepped in and caught him and Nora in the throes of passionate reunion sex.

The five minutes were up and I had to practically pry Denny from Nora and drag him out to the car.

The trip back to my house was littered with a one way conversation about how the day was most likely going to go down. Denny was too spent to make more than an effort to listen.

I got Denny in the house, a bowl of cereal, and a nudge towards the shower. When he was done I told him I'd be back at lunch and we could discuss our play and how we could best resolve the shit storm that was about to slam full force into our lives. But until then, he was to get some shut eye on the couch.

The morning was filled with a gargantuan struggle between two sides of justice as I fought to get as much time for Denny to rest and the Brass was jabbing back at me to bring him in. I knew that both Denny and I would do nothing unless it was by the book and he was no more of a flight risk as any of the interned at the cemetery. I just wanted to stretch the binding a little for my best friend.

Denny wouldn't run, and I wouldn't let him.

In the end, a deal was struck. I was to sneak Denny in after he had a solid lunch, then I had to leave for the day. We were to hold the press at bay for as long as possible. The Blue Shield was going into play, and It seemed the Brass wanted to protect Denny too; although for all the wrong reasons.

The trip home for lunch was filled with thoughts of Shawna and her smile, her hair, her touch, her soul. Before I pulled into the driveway I was thirsty as hell and wondered if I could sneak a pull on the bottle.

There was no way that was going to happen...

"Jack, we need to talk," Denny was a lot calmer than he was a few hours ago. His eyes were clear and focused.

"About?"

I watched as Denny's delay was punctuated by his looking at the empty bottles that were scattered about the living room. I mumbled in unison with him as he spoke clearly, "Your drinking is getting outta hand, pal."

"But..."

"Now hold on, my friend. I knew you had been drinking pretty heavy since Shawna's death, but I had no idea," a deep sadness had attacked those clear eyes, "Jack, you gotta real problem and I'm hurt for you."

In the face of the worst trouble Denny has ever been in, he was worried about me even more. Denny was like this for as long as I knew him. Empathetic, unselfish and totally giving to those close to him when they were in trouble.

Or, when he thought they were.

Sure, I had been drinking, and drinking heavy, but I really wasn't in trouble. The drinking hadn't bled its way into my police work. My judgments were still clear, which couldn't be said about Denny, starting with the fact that he bought into the Bentley chick’s story hook, line, and sinker.

They locked her away in a padded cell, and it looks like my dear friend my end up in the one next to hers.

Even if he miraculously escapes the prospect of being committed, we had a bigger problem on our hands...

"Well Denny, my drinking problem wasn't a problem when it was mine, but now that it is yours too, we got a real mess."

"What the hell does that mean? Your problems are always mine and vice versa..."

"I know. But my drinking was the proverbial pink elephant in the room that no one wanted to believe was really there. But, now you've pointed it out and things will change."

"Damn straight things are gonna change. We gotta get you healed, because if we don't, at the rate you've been drinkin', you’ll be dead soon."

"Denny, don't you get it? We are going to be off our game. Now that you have openly made this your problem too, it will be hanging over our heads every moment we are in the field. At our age, we can't afford a distraction like this. This may cost one or both of us our life."

"Jack, you're delusional. Your downward spiral will cause you to fuck up. Maybe at a time we can't afford it to, like in the middle of the night down in Murphy," the force lost three Blues and a Shield down there last year, "We gotta get you fixed, man. I don't want to lose you."

Denny would be relentless. I saw how he hounded suspects until they caved and could only imagine what would be in store for me, his closest friend, if I didn't submit. Time to put up a front.

"Okay Denny. I'll clean up, but we both know I am to the point where I'll need help, and I need your help more than anyone else's. No one knows me any better than you do."

I noticed the picture of Shawna hanging on the wall opposite the couch was crooked. I walked over to straighten it and for the first time in months thought about the time I came home to find Shawna painting the living room walls that god awful Smurf Blue.

Tears just about came as I remembered how we both laughed about the color of the walls and the spot of blue paint on her nose. We made passionate love under those walls that night.

"You gotta deal Jack," to my back, "and I understand that we have to get me out of the bullshit charges first. But I ain't lying about what I saw go down."

Choking back the love I turned to face Denny.

"We can manage some way out of it, Denny," knowing full well he wouldn't lie and what that stellar trait was most likely going to cost him, "We always have."

We sat down to a frozen pizza, soda, and conversation that touched everything but the problems we were facing. The entire time I was fighting off the tremors caused by needing a drink. I could feel my skin crawl as my psyche was craving.

Damn that crooked picture.


For the first time in over twenty-four hours, we both laughed, even if the joke was dark in nature.

Driving down the maple lined streets, the mid day sun stabbed passed leaves and branches into the car and caused my eyes to hurt; adding to the nearly unbearable need to fill my gullet with bourbon.

Denny didn't mention my drinking problem one time during the trip, or I might have regrettably gone ballistic on him.

Once the quiet neighborhoods were behind us, it was a matter of a short jaunt on the freeway and then into downtown. I knew that once we were on the exit ramp, I could look down at the station and see if the coast was clear to bring Denny in the 'back door'.

I laughed and pointed the scene out to Denny. We both had our second laugh in the past day. It was beginning to feel like old times again.

What we saw was an obvious diversion centering on a group of blues trying to secure a parking spot at the front steps of the station while the press was trying to force themselves closer to the front door.

The back gate was free and clear.

Quickly, Denny and I made our way to the Chief's office where the Chief shook my hand and shooed me away. Not standing at Denny's side while he was about to be skewered was one of the hardest things I've ever done. But I understood why it had to be done. There couldn't be a hint of corroboration between Denny and myself. I already jeopardized that in a big way and didn't want to push it over the edge.

On the way into the station, I assured Denny that I would go straight to Nora and let her know that Denny would be okay. I knew that I had lied to Denny. The tremors would only let me go to one place first.

The need for bourbon was overwhelming; so much so I couldn't get to the liquor store fast enough.

I parked in the shadows of the ripe dumpster, the old wooden security fence and the crumbling brick apartment building that adjoined the store's lot. I had a plan.

Grabbing a one gallon bottle along with the pint that was central to my plan I went to the counter, asked for a pack of my usual mints, and fumbled my money all over the counter.

"Having a bad day, Detective?"

I looked up at the washed out blond woman behind the counter. For the first time in a year, I saw her face and what ravages time had taken on her. Worm paths had crisscrossed her face and capillaries exploded at the end of her nose, making me wonder which door behind the counter that she would hide behind, drowning away her miserable life.

"Something like that," my voice shook.

Back at the car, I took out the pint and sheepishly chugged half of it. My nerves started to calm as the artificial euphoria teased at the edges of my mind. Still clear enough to realize I had better scoot home, before I got too sloppy, and begin my journey to Forgetville.

The trip started before I started the car, because I had already forgotten about Nora.

***

The sun set and taken the rest of the pint and a third of a gallon with it, but the pain remains.

They say to have loved and lost is better than never to have loved at all. They are full of shit. From the moment I saw Shawna on that cold table at the morgue, my heart has had an ever growing hole that burns with pain. A pain that was instantly greater than any joy I have ever felt; even greater than the contentment I found in Shawna’s arms.

The bourbon has no flavor as it slides into my essence. The wallop the liquor packs is wearing kid’s gloves these days. But the edges are dulled, that is better than being totally aware of the pain.

That picture of her is my favorite. Man, she was beautiful. Those Barbie Doll eyes and that hourglass figure were only the icing on the cake of her compassion for our love. She once told me that she would die for me.

“Damn you, Shawna,” the plastic tumbler crashed against the edge of the picture frame that hung across from the couch, splashing the remainder of the bourbon onto the wall and knocking the frame crooked..

“Damn you. You did die for me. You didn’t have to be out buying a birthday gift. Damn you.”

This sobbing and crying has to stop. This isn’t who I am. This is what love has turned me into. Love has fucked me up. Clouded my judgment. Slowed me down. Every thought is permeated by the wonders I can no longer enjoy.

More bourbon; that’s what I need. She has to go away. No more Shawna, no more remembering how so fucking good love was. I would rather be empty and incomplete than feel this pain…

…What?!!? I must have blacked out. What’s that noise? Snarling and growling coming from over by the front door.

Jesus! It’s the beast, the same hound that Denny and the Bentley chick talked about. Its massive dark bulk, heart shaped patch of red hair, and deep glowing yellow eyes proving that those two weren’t crazy.

Wait. Who just stepped in beside the beast? Is that….

“Shawna!”

Fuck, the beast is coiling to spring at me…

***

Joanna snaked in and out of the urgently moving medical personnel until she found Denny and Nora standing just outside the room she was told Jack was in.

Gently gripping Nora’s arm, Joanna asked the two how Jack was.

“The doc said that Jack lost a lot of blood from a nasty broken bourbon bottle inflicted wound. He might have died hadn’t I gotten there sooner, “ Denny looked tired and worried, but continued with that professionally even voice he reserved for times of crisis,” He also says that Jack is going to need a lot more than Mercy can give him.”

Joanne tightened her grip on Nora’s arm, worriedly looked up and asked Denny,” What do you mean? The hospital can’t help Jack?”

“Jack is going to need some intense detox work. The alcohol would have killed him if tonight’s blood letting didn’t.”

Nora stepped up, “The important thing is that he is going to survive. We need to help make sure he keeps surviving.”

“He hasn’t been the same since Shawna’s death. Unless we can get him to see how lucky he was to have even been part of her short life, he will never be the same,” a single tear rolled lazily down Denny’s cheek, “especially if he can’t quit drinkin’.”

“We knew he was drinking heavily, but didn’t know just how heavy until Denny went over to Jack’s place Monday afternoon,” Nora trying to remain calm as she tried to give some explanation to Joanna.

“I could tell,” Joanna stoically stated, “Those horrid breath mints weren’t bad enough to hide the bourbon.”

“Me of all people shoulda talked to him months ago,” through more tears, Denny continued, “Why it took him goin’ off the grid after the Bentley chick confessed that she did indeed off her boyfriend before I showed concern is a mystery.”

Joanna knew just how much the Bentley case sucked Jack in. There wasn’t much that got passed her eyes and ears at the station, “Yes, Jack believed that girl’s story right up until the confession.”

Just then a doctor slid out of Jack’s room and told the group they could visit with Denny for a few minutes,” …but I have to caution you. Because of his mental state, he is rambling on. He really needs a lot of rest and a long period of reintroduction to reality.”

The three of them thanked the doctor and moved into the room. Jack’s eyes grew wild and he began to shake,” Denny! Nora! Joanne!”

The women each took a side of the bed and held one of Jack’s hands as Denny stepped up,” Jack you old sunavabitch, we almost lost your sorry ass…”

Jack’s hands were gripping the edge of the bed sheet.

“Did you see it?”

“Jack?”

“The Hound. Blazing eyes, heart shaped patch of deep red hair on its chest.”

He’s crazy like the doctor said, “No jack, I didn’t. No time, you hurt yourself pretty bad.”

Jack replied with fear, “No. Not me. The beast.”

