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The Visitation

Jack Bauer leaned his head back on the fuselage’s interior fabric skin.  The C-130J had no passenger seats, only the fold-down web-like seats positioned parallel to the plane’s side.  Besides the two other men and Jack, excluding, of course, the pilots, the plane contained a range of equipment and supplies necessary for completing the mission.  Jack was this mission’s leader.

When Jack Bauer had again returned to CTU, he refused the offered director’s position.  He’d chosen field ops, wanted field ops.  It would keep his mind and body busy.  But he’d also refused another former position – Special Agent in Charge.  Jack now took the lead in missions assigned to him, but he declined any other leadership roles.

Jack thought about, concentrated on, the parameters of the current mission, but only as something to think about, to keep his brain busy.  He was already more than well-versed with every aspect of what was ahead, with every possible contingency.  But this line of thought was not to last.  Even with improvements over the decades, the C130 was still noisy.  The vibration of the plane’s skin finally compelled Jack to raise his head again.  He absently took in his surroundings.   Most of the plane’s interior was lined with a pale green fabric, but some of the structural elements were exposed.  The cargo rollers on the floor rattled annoyingly.

The other two men in the plane had chosen to sit away from Jack.  Respect.  Awe.  Fear.  It was as if Jack literally had protective steel circles around him, warning people to keep their distance, advertising inaccessibility.  In truth, Jack purposely projected no such warning.  Jack didn’t purposely do anything anymore, except work – well, and wait.  Jack was waiting to die.  Not trying, not pushing.  Just waiting.  It had to come soon.  There was no reason to live.  Not really.  What was the point?  He’d tried.  He’d tried to put Humpty Dumpty together again, but it hadn’t worked.  He was as broken as Humpty and as doomed.  So, he waited to die.  But until it happened, he’d continue to focus on work.  

Jack was changed, and yet the same.  Since the Marwan affair, there was something about him, purposely or not, that cautioned anyone who neared him to veer away.  Jack had few friends, and those who knew him well, as well as anyone could know Jack Bauer, were uneasy about him.  He wasn’t morose as he’d been for a while after Teri’s death.  He wasn’t unusually uncommunicative as he’d been after the Palmer thing.  He wasn’t edgy as he’d been after the Salazar affair.  It wasn’t something a person could easily define.

Tony Almeida, among others, was trying to figure him out.  Tony, the closest thing to a best friend Jack had, and who knew as much as anyone about Jack, was aware that not even he was connecting with Jack in ways he once had.  Jack was intensely focused on missions, eager to move from one to the next with no rest in between.  And he was like smoke on these missions – untouchable.  Had walked out of situations that would have spelled death for another man, even a very unusual one.  And there was an air about him.  Puzzling.

If Tony had been discussing Jack right now with the two men on the plane, they would have agreed on the existence of an invisible barrier around him.  Tony had frequently contemplated this barrier of late and always when he did, unbidden, a Coleridge poem popped into his mind.


And all should cry, Beware ! Beware !
His flashing eyes, his floating hair !
Weave a circle round him thrice,
And close your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed,
And drunk the milk of Paradise.

And Jack was magical.  Mystical.  Unfathomable.  And he filled others with holy dread.  And it frightened Tony that he was unable to figure out, to penetrate, this new element in the Bauer façade.

Jack wasn’t cold; he just wasn’t there.  When he refused the director’s position at CTU, he did so with good reason.  He couldn’t see the big picture anymore.  Didn’t want to.  Life was so much easier when someone told him what to do.  And he was good at what he did, what they told him to do.  That much he knew.  Jack couldn’t trust himself to be responsible for other people’s lives when he couldn’t even be responsible for his own.

He’d been grateful when the dreams, the nightmares, had slowed down.  He had been enjoying a measure of peace for some time.  Jack had perfected emptying his mind of anything but the present moment.  He wasn’t stifling anything, not swallowing it down.  He’d simply stumbled upon some enchanted formula to prevent thinking about anything but the task at hand.

This week, though, the dreams had returned.  Two so far since Tuesday.  He wasn’t afraid to sleep, but he was annoyed that his relative peace of mind was threatening to be disturbed.  Jack had finally figured out that nothing was going to make him happy and he was prepared to live with this.  Live with it until he died.  He couldn’t hide from, run from, or ignore it.  He’d tried to restore a measure of normalcy to his private life by opening himself up to love.  But it never worked.  He was cursed.  He didn’t deserve that normalcy because he wasn’t normal.  And no matter how much he believed someone had finally taken Teri’s place, it was never really true.  Unbeknownst to Jack, he sighed aloud.  

The two men glanced furtively at Jack.  Then they engaged in hushed, quick conversation.  He was surreal, they decided.  They’d heard so many tales before meeting him, and those tales now didn’t seem too farfetched or perhaps farfetched enough.  An eerie, quiet, non-desperate desperation infused the space around him.

Jack glanced at his watch.  Four more hours until the plane reached its destination.  Hell, may as well sleep.  If the dreams come, so be it.  He’d dealt with them before, and he could do it again.  For the second time, Jack’s head went back to the vibrating wall.  The low roar of the C-130’s engine was a familiar one from his early CTU days, and this time he allowed the sound to lull him into sleep rather quickly, a habit born of catching sleep whenever possible during missions.   

Abruptly, Jack awoke.  Teri was calling his name.

“Jack.  Jack, wake up.  It’s time to talk now.”

Jack’s eyes were still closed, but his head had returned to an upright position.  He didn’t want to open his eyes.  The voice sounded so real, so close.

“Jack, open your eyes.  I want to talk to you.”

Jack slowly opened his eyes, focusing first on the tips of his boots and then moving his gaze upward.  There before him, near the opposite side of the plane, stood Teri.  Jack’s eyes widened unnaturally and he felt a gasp rise in his throat, but managed to stifle it for fear the sound would make the apparition fade.  He chastised himself, feeling silly that for a split second he’d thought she was really there and that this was not just a product of his dreaming mind.

But she didn’t look like an apparition.  She was clear.  Solid-looking.  She gazed at him, a half-smile on her lips.  A look of tenderness in her eyes.  Teri’s eyes.  Eyes he’d missed so much for so long.  Eyes that had haunted him in death and given him such pleasure in life.

“Jack, I’m here for many reasons.  But the main reason is to tell you that I’m sorry.”

Jack’s head began shaking left to right, a protest against her words – the thought that she should be sorry for anything.  He murmured the word “no” as his head shook.

“Oh, Jack.  Don’t interrupt me with your head-shaking.”  She smiled again.  “There are many things for which I’m sorry – things that you probably haven’t thought of or don’t want to.”

Jack made an effort to rise from the uncomfortable seat, but a wave of Teri’s hand and some vague entity directed him to remain where he was.

“Jack.  I’m restless.  How can I rest when I see you this way?  All of the ways I’ve had to see you since I’ve been gone?  You must stop this so I can move on.  It’s not your time to join me, to join the others, now.  Don’t fight that.  It’s bigger than you are.  Yes, Jack Bauer, bigger even than you.”  And she laughed, a delightful, much-missed laugh.  She was teasing him, and Jack smiled, reaching his hand towards her in the air.

But her smile and teasing face turned to a frown.  Jack felt scolded when that happened.

“Jack, my sweet, dear husband.”  A softened look came over her face.  But Jack flinched at her words.  He knew full-well he didn’t deserve her kindness.

“Oh, Jack.  Stop!  Give it up!”

“Give up what, Teri?” and he spoke aloud, at least he thought he did.  Jack wanted to hear her say “give up your life.”  But he would be disappointed in her response.

“Give up blaming yourself for everything!  Give up feeling guilty for things over which you have no control!”  Teri’s hands made circles in the air as she emphasized her words and her emotions.

Jack didn’t understand.  He was responsible for everything.  He was guilty.  He tilted his head to the right, looking at Teri questioningly.  She smiled, gently shaking her head from side to side.

“You see the good in others, but never in you.  You see what you think is bad in yourself, but you fail to see what really is bad in those you care for.  In me, for instance.”  At this, Jack’s head began vehemently shaking in disagreement.  But Teri continued.

“Your vision is not always what it should be.”  Teri stopped, looked down.  Slowly she raised her gaze to Jack’s and spoke.

“I failed you, Jack, failed you in more ways than you know.”

Jack was stunned.  How dare she say that to him?  Failed him?  No, in no way had she failed him.  It was only the other way around.

“Jack.  You seemed so distraught over the affair with Nina.  But I never blamed you for that.  Not really.  It hurt, but I didn’t blame you.”

What does she mean she doesn’t blame me, Jack thought.  He’d made a decision, to have an affair with Nina, and he’d done it.  How could Teri not blame him?

“Jack.”  Teri’s voice dropped.  She spoke so softly that Jack had to lean forward to hear her.

“I sought comfort with Phil, you remember, Dr. Parslow, before you were with Nina.  Way before.  Even before I asked you to leave, Jack.  Even before then I’d been sleeping with him.  But  you never saw it, never saw it because you weren’t really there.”

Teri looked away, but quickly returned her gaze to Jack’s.  He showed no visible emotion, and Teri resumed.

“I didn’t remember it at first, Jack.  I think Phil knew that my emotional condition, after all we’d been through – us, I mean, you, me, Kim – couldn’t take something else to deal with, to process, at the time.  But I finally remembered.  I was so desperate to talk with you, Jack.  About that, about the baby.  About . . . well, about other things, too.”

Jack was immediately filled with remorse.  His distance had driven her to another man.  It must have hurt her a lot to turn to Dr. Parslow for the comfort and love she needed and deserved from him.

“Stop it, Jack!”  Teri screamed at him as if she’d read his mind.  His head and his eyes snapped to her.

“I do not, do you hear me, do not deserve your leniency!  I was unfaithful to you!”

Immediately, unfazed, Jack responded.

“But Teri.  I failed you.  I couldn’t get over my sense of betrayal – betrayed by my own country.  I didn’t, couldn’t, be the man you needed me to be.”

Teri simply stared at him, stared and inwardly sobbed – desperate to get across to him what she wanted him to know.  She forged ahead.

“I’m sorry about us not having the baby.  I’m sorry about Phil.  But most of all, Jack, I’m sorry because I failed you through my weakness.  And this is what I’m ashamed of.  Deeply, desperately ashamed of.  The affair – Phil – that was meaningless.  That was to make me feel better, make me feel wanted, desired.  My crime, my real crime, is that I knew you needed something and I was too weak to provide it.  Oh, Jack.  It was so obvious.  And I failed you so miserably.”

Jack couldn’t hear this.  Didn’t want to hear this.  Furiously his head shook to and fro.  “No, no, no,” he repeated under his breath, barely audible to anyone but himself.

“Nina, Jack.  I knew – knew before it was confirmed that it was Nina.  And that, Jack,  told me – told me how I’d failed you, failed miserably.  I needed to understand what you did.  What you do.  I knew this, and I didn’t follow through.  Refused to.  Didn’t want to.  And when I did gain the strength, when I did finally have what it took . . . ”  And her voice trailed off because she caught a look in Jack’s eyes that she didn’t want to see, so she stopped, stopped and stared at Jack, her Jack, so wretched, so self-deceived.

As for Jack, he didn’t understand.  What was she saying?  What did she not do?  What could she have done?

“Oh, Jack.  You’re too good.  You’ve always been too good.  And too strong.  I knew it the moment I met you.  That’s what made me love you so much.  Your goodness.”

Jack’s stomach knotted more tightly than usual.  If she only knew.  Only knew all that he’d done.  She’d choke on her words and curse him to hell.

Teri read the look of confusion on her beloved’s face.  Read it and attempted to make her will known.

“Jack.  I’ve always known what you do.  Not specifically, but generally.  Most of the time, but not always, I’ve wanted to ignore it.  It seemed to help you cope when I ignored it.  But I’ve always known, nevertheless.  You save people, Jack.  You save the world.  You’re bigger than life itself and you don’t even know it.”  She paused, paused and smiled a big smile.

“Do you remember the story I told you about the sin-eaters, Jack?  Do you remember?”

Jack did remember.  But it was so long ago.  Early, very early, in their marriage.  He hadn’t understood the significance of the story, thought it was something, some kind of newfound knowledge, that she’d wanted to impress him with.  He’d thought it was such an endearing thing that she’d wanted to share with him her knowledge.

Teri watched his thought process.

“Tell me, Jack.  What do they do?”

The question was met with a blank look.

“The sin-eaters,” she pronounced.

“Huh?”  Jack had been thinking about his and Teri’s marriage, the early part, and how wonderful it’d been.  And now that she’d reminded him, he doubted the reason he’d attributed to the story she’d told him.  Why had she?  Told him?

“The definition, Jack?”

Jack shook his head as if to clear a gnat from his cheek.

“Oh, sin-eater.  A man who was believed to take upon himself, by means of food and drink, the sins of a deceased person.  More specifically, sin-eaters were persons who, through ritual means and minimal material gain, would take on the sins of a dying person, thus absolving the dying of their sins while receiving the burden upon themselves.”  Jack recited the definition by rote.  
Teri beamed at him, her eyes sparkling with approval.  Jack felt happy – happier than he’d felt in years.  She was proud of him.  Approved something he’d done.

“Yes, Jack.  And that’s what you do.”  She was shaking her head gleefully up and down.  But her head slowed and the smile faded.

“You suffer so the rest of us can toddle off to our analysts and sleep with them while people like you save the world.”   Her face clouded over again.  It hurt Jack to see her this way.

“Jack, you just don’t know. . . ”  And again her voice died away.  She slowly shook her head and looked at him with huge eyes full of some kind of unrecognizable pain.  Jack hadn’t seen this look in those eyes before, and he struggled to determine what might be causing it.

Before he could do this, though, concentrate on her eyes, he had to make sense of the sin-eaters.  And she’d called him one.  He contemplated what that might mean.  And with almost blunt force, it struck him that perhaps she did understand, at least with some measure, what he did.  Even more amazing, she had known it early on because she’d told him of the sin-eaters when Kim was still a baby.  Could it be true?  She knew?  And hadn’t left?  Hadn’t taken Kim and run away in the night?  Hadn’t shrunk from him when he touched her?  Touched her oh-so-lovingly with unworthy hands?

“Oh, Jack.  Jack, it’s where I’ve failed you so.  I was afraid, afraid if I talked about it, asked you about it, heard the words spoken aloud, that somehow I’d screw things up and you’d disappear.  That if I put voice to my thoughts that then I’d have to allow my heart, my mind, to worry about you to their fullest extent.  And I didn’t think you needed that.  Thought you had enough to deal with.”

Teri’s arms extended towards Jack, palms up, in a supplicating gesture.  Jack was about to speak, but Teri arrested his words with a head shake and resumed.

“Jack.  I’m such a coward.”  Jack flinched.  Teri was no coward.  Why couldn’t she see that?

“I knew from the beginning.  You’d return, from God knows where and what, and I could see it, read it, in your eyes.  You’d barely touch us, me and Kim, and head straight to the shower.  You’d be in there for what seemed hours.  But then, when you emerged, you were Jack.  My Jack.  And I knew.  Knew you’d been washing something horrible away.  And I didn’t say anything.  And I didn’t make things easier for you.  I was so stupid!  I’d just tell you we were having meatloaf and babble about what Kim had been doing while you were gone.”  Teri’s voice shook and tears brimmed at the edges of her eyes.

Again, as Jack attempted to rise from the webbed seat, a movement of Teri’s hand and a look in her eyes drove him back.  But it didn’t keep him from speaking.  He couldn’t hold back.

“Teri.  Meatloaf.  Meatloaf and Kim were exactly what I needed.  Those, and you.  Just that you were there.  Your instincts were right.”

Teri should’ve known that, as always, Jack would make her feel good about what she did, no matter what.  But she needed to make him understand what she’d been holding in – what was keeping her from resting in peace.  She’d watched him over the years, both before and after her own demise, and she knew he needed to know.  She smiled through the tears.  Smiled because his eyes were full of love.

“I can’t explain to you just how much I admire you, Jack Bauer.”

At this, Jack almost choked.  A lump, a huge one, formed in his throat and he gulped to keep it down. 

“I’m so proud of you.  I’ve always been proud of you, even though I haven’t always known exactly what you do or how to let you know without forcing you to talk about things that you couldn’t.  But I do know this.  You do what others can’t even conceive.  And we sit back.  Sit back and make meatloaf.  We live in ignorance, blindfolds in place.  We take the freedom we enjoy for granted and never consider the price paid on a daily basis by the few of you, Jack, who exist for our comfort.”

Jack blinked.  He heard her words, but had not quite taken them in.

“Jack, I respect you so much.  Everything you do, everything, is for others.  Never for Jack.  You’re the sin-eater.  And that makes me immensely proud of you.  Proud that I was in your life.  But it also makes me so sad.  So sad, my love.”

Teri’s eyes again brimmed with tears, and Jack wanted to hold her to him, hold her and make things all right.

“I’ve always wondered what you saw in me, Jack.  I couldn’t ever figure it out.  But I knew you loved me and you tried, always, to protect me.  But I’m not sure why.  I don’t know why I deserved your love, your protection.”  Jack was beyond speech.  His heart could have explained it to her fully, but not his words. 

Teri’s head fell forward as if to study her toes.  When she spoke again, her voice was full of emotion, trembling.  She raised her eyes to meet her husband’s.

“Jack, I am so sorry.  So sorry that I didn’t have the strength to support you, to tell you straight out that I supported you, trusted you, admired you.  When we were younger, I chose to ignore it.  And later, when I knew I should be doing something, saying something, instead of letting you know how much you meant to me, I turned to someone else.  And Nina, no matter what she was, god, at least she understood.  Understood who you are – what you do.  When I realized it was Nina, that’s when it hit me so very, very hard.  That’s when I knew.  Knew that I had failed you more than I’d ever imagined.  And then, when I talked to you so briefly, when I told you about the baby, oh, god, I wanted to blurt out all of this, tell you how sorry I was, how proud I was, how . . .  but it was too late.  And you never knew.” 

Jack had never felt a stronger desire to crush her to him, but again something, some indefinable force, kept him in his seat.  Teri’s eyes were filled with anguish and her form was unusually still, yet she continued, her face relaxing a bit before she spoke again.  

“When I thought I was going to die, nothing mattered anymore but you, Jack.  My selfishness, my fear, paled, disappeared, in comparison to my need to tell you how much I loved you.  Love you still.”

A quick smile lit up her face and Jack read the love there, again almost choking on what he now felt sure was actually his heart moving slowly up into his throat, moving up and trying to get out so it could go to her, run to her, be with her.

“I was so selfish.  I didn’t want to hear of your pain.  I wanted you to deal with it on your own, deal with your disappointments the way you always had.  You made it so easy for me, Jack.  So easy.”

Jack waited, anticipating she would continue as she had for the past few minutes, but when she did not, he spoke.

“No, Teri.  All these things you say of yourself.  No.  I’m the terrible . . . ”

“Stop!”  Again, Teri yelled.  Jack was unused to Teri’s voice being raised against him.

“You are not terrible, Jack Bauer.  You let yourself believe that, but it’s not true.  Stop it!  Jack, I know you’re unhappy.  I know you feel a consuming responsibility for everything around you.  But I tell you again.  As big as you are, there are larger things.  I’m sorry that you’re one of the ones who is compelled to suffer for the rest of us.  But, Jack, it’s just who you are and what you do.  Without you, without your choices, your actions, the world would be an even less hospitable place than it is!” 

She stopped.  She looked her husband full in the face and smiled the smile that only a lover and a friend can smile.

“Jack, do you forgive me for failing you?”

Jack couldn’t believe she’d just asked that.  There was no question, do doubt.  He thought it silly of her to think that what she’d described had been a crime, a sin worth feeling guilt over.  It was just human.  He did not speak these words, but the look on her face and in her eyes told him that she heard them.  And she continued to smile as she spoke.

“Jack.  How you feel about my admission, that my sins are not worthy of guilt, is exactly how I feel about you.  And how everyone else who knows you feels, too.  What you see so clearly about my sense of guilt is what we see about yours!  There’s nothing for you to be guilty about, Jack.  You’re stronger, less culpable, than the whole lot of us!  Oh, I know.  I know your conscience will keep your mind uneasy from time to time.  But forget constant self-bashing for a lifestyle, Jack!”

And again she laughed infectiously as she’d done soon after she first appeared.  And for the second time Jack felt as if he were in heaven.  In fact, Jack thought for a second that perhaps he had died and was in heaven.  But he could hear the loud rumble of the engine and feel the incessant vibration.

“My dear, Jack.  You didn’t kill me.  Nina did.  It’s not your fault.  And sleeping with her didn’t kill me.  Shit happens, Jack.  And there’s a lot of shit in the world.  You can’t clean it all up.”  She grinned at having said “shit happens.”  It had been one of their favorite sayings to share when things went wrong.

“And another thing, Jack.  Quit being so dimwitted about women!  We’re pretty special creatures you know.  One of a kind, all of us, just like snowflakes.”

Jack didn’t understand that at all.  His puzzlement was written on his face.

“Think about it, Jack.  All different!  Not the same.  One of a kind.”

Understanding dawned on Jack.  Ah.  She was trying to tell him to stop trying to replace her, and he looked up, grinning sheepishly.

“You’ve botched some pretty good ones, babe.  Of course, they’ll never be me,” and she winked at him, “but you really should move on.”

Maybe she was right.  He had measured every woman against Teri.  And there was no doubt that his guilt over her death had made the standard a very high one.

“Jack.  I have to go now.”

Jack’s heart seized up.  He couldn’t bear for her to leave him again now.  He shook his head, tensed his muscles in order to stand, and felt the unseen force tether him to the seat for the third time.

“Remember these things.  Stop blaming yourself for my death.  If you can forgive me for failing you when you needed me, then you can forgive yourself for, well, for whatever it is you feel guilty about, Jack, because I don’t see anything you should feel guilty about.  And, no, Jack, they’re not the same.  I knew, I knew you needed me and failed to respond.  And I had years, Jack.  You never failed me.  You just want to believe you did.  You were in the middle of doing what you do and had no idea what a predicament I was in.  You said earlier that you failed me in another way and that made it all right for me to be unfaithful to you.  That’s bullshit, Jack.  You didn’t fail me.  Don’t you get it?  Can you still not see?  That’s exactly when I was failing you because you needed me to give you strength and comfort and understanding!  One of the few times, the few times, Jack, you really needed me and I failed!”

Teri’s voice didn’t waver, but was thick with emotion.

Jack responded with a steady, soothing voice.

“Teri, I forgive you.  I don’t feel that you failed me, but if that’s what you feel, then I want you to know that I place no blame on you.  None.  I love you.  I know you love me.  And I can’t blame you for dealing with my shit in the only way you could at the time.”

Teri tilted her head to one side.  She blinked through the tears and smiled.  She wanted to reach out and hold him, but knew it was impossible.  Jack shook his head and blinked.  Teri appeared to be fading, and her next words were softer.

“Then hear this.  I forgive you.  I don’t feel that you’ve done anything for me to forgive either, but if that’s how you feel, then I forgive you.  I love you, Jack.  And I’m always here.  I’m always with you.  I’m not leaving you.  I never have.  But you can’t continue to make me so sad.  I’m where I can be free, but you won’t let me.  So, forgive me, forgive yourself, and remember that I am proud of you . . . so proud of things you’ve done, of sacrifices you’ve made.  You’re my hero, Jack Bauer.  My husband, and my hero.”

Her eyes – loving, smiling, forgiving, knowing, all-seeing eyes – were the last things to fade out of sight.

The last few seconds, listening to Teri, listening to her tell him that she was proud, proud and not ashamed of him, meant more to him than she could possibly know.  Or maybe she did.  Maybe that’s why she’d come.  The tears welled up in his eyes, but he refused to allow them to fall, willed them to stay put.  It was not that he was afraid of crying – no, he’d done that frequently over the past few years.  He wasn’t embarrassed to allow the two men seated not too far away to see him weep.  No.  He wanted to wait.  Wanted to savor it.  Wait until this mission was complete so he could go home to cry.  For once, thanks to Teri – his love, his heart – he would cry not hurtful, bitter tears, but healing, sweet ones, cry not with regret, but with gratitude.  She understood.  She knew.  Knew all.  And she loved him still.  Was even proud of him.  Jack’s chest involuntarily expanded as he drew a rather embarrassingly prideful breath.  

Unexpectedly, Jack’s attention was drawn to the two men when he heard gasps from their direction.  When he turned his gaze to them, they were staring at the place from which Teri had just disappeared, then their heads turned, simultaneously, to look at him, then back to the now-empty space again.

So, Teri had been there.  Jack hadn’t simply dreamed it.  The looks on the men’s faces confirmed for Jack that Teri’s appearance was more than a desired vision.  Jack looked down at his boots, smiled, closed his eyes, leaned back his head and immediately slept, peacefully, dreaming of better days past and those to come.

