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Yes, Darling


 


 


BAKER BROCKTON winced at the piercing creak of the attic door and braced himself for an avalanche of discarded items to land at his feet, but none came. The books, piles of summer clothes, old shoes, toys, linens, and hat boxes were simply packed too tightly in the small entrance for anything to tumble anywhere. He sighed deeply and stepped over the clutter facing him, uncertainly placing a foot on the first step of a stairway to his right.


I had a lot more room when I was eight, he thought as he turned his broad shoulders sideways and struggled up the narrow attic steps. If he were moving more quickly to farcical music, smiling, and waving a top hat ahead of himself, he’d be making an extravagant entrance on a Vaudeville stage, but as it was, Baker was trying his best not to bang his knees or shins or head in the awkward space.


When he exited into the attic proper, the first things he noticed were the heat, the cobwebs, and mustiness. God knows what I’m breathing up here. He shuddered and reached for the chain that would switch on the bare bulb hanging from a rafter. After giving the chain a quick tug, the bulb flared to life, though not enough to reach into the far corners of the space. Glancing around nervously, he watched and listened for any signs of creepy life.


Littered around his feet were piles of old, once-fancy outfits: long, elegant gloves; taffeta dresses; now dingy patent-leather shoes; and hat boxes without lids, their former occupants scattered hither and yon across the floor. There were also remnants of his sister’s baby dolls—an odd, disembodied leg and a doll head with mangled hair and one eye that wouldn’t open, while the other seemed to follow his every movement from a shadowed corner.


“Baker!”


Jesus! His heart stuttered at the sound of his mother’s voice just below him in the closet doorway.


“Y-yes, Mama?”


“You find them, dear?”


“I’m looking, Mama.” Baker eyed the floor beams apprehensively. Are those gonna hold me? He hated the balancing act he’d have to accomplish to reach the box he was after—the one he now noticed far across the room, under the eaves. Why the hell is it over there? It should be sitting right at the top of these stairs. He tried to imagine his mother hauling that box up the stairs, but he realized she’d probably roped some other big, clumsy boob into risking his life. 


He’d agreed because his father was busy and Baker was a good son. He couldn’t imagine what his mother could have promised a neighbor to do it. Probably food. She’s a great cook.


“You need help?” she called from below.


Baker held his breath and stepped on the first floor joist, trying his best to keep his big foot from slipping off onto the insulation between and possibly cracking through the ceiling below. 


“The Darlings are here.”


What good will Mr. Darling do me? Baker managed a smile as he imagined the two of them crashing through the ceiling and, with Darling’s added bulk, continuing on to the first floor. That’d put a damper on the party.


“Coby’s a bit smaller than you, honey.”


He took another step and grinned, letting out his breath in relief. One advantage to his taller frame was his wingspan. He bent at the waist and reached for all he was worth, trying to snag the box marked Xmas Tree Stuff with his middle finger.


“They brought a big dish of that oven-baked macaroni you love.”


“I’m fine, Ma—wait, did you say Coby is here?” he asked, teetering for a moment before regaining his balance.


“What, dear?” Her voice sounded farther away, as if she were leaving the bedroom as she spoke.


Coby’s here? Why the fuck is Coby here?


Baker got a grip on the box and dragged it toward him, stirring up a colony of dust bunnies. He lifted it and tried to simply follow his footsteps backward and escape the stuffy attic.


“Got it!” he shouted.


“Good job, BB,” said a deep, male voice directly behind him.


“Huh?” Baker tried to turn, realized he didn’t know where to place his feet and nearly fell over backward and down the stairs, but luckily, Coby Darling caught him in his arms and steadied him.


“You okay, dude?”


“Y-yeah,” Baker managed as his heart raced. “Uh… let’s get out of here, huh?” He turned carefully to face his old friend.
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