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Chapter 1


Reese Little

Waking up in the middle of the night reminds
us of a primal truth: that the journey already started somewhere in
the darkness—without us. My eyes open wide and stare into the
darkness. I see the ceiling fan above me still spinning silently. I
hear gentle breathing from the woman next to me. Against my side I
can feel Emma turn in the bed and drape her leg over my knee. As
comforting as these familiarities can be in the dark early morning
hours of our home, I am uneasy. A familiar nervous feeling, warm
and anxious, creeps up from my belly. I try counting—a rhyme that
my dad taught me when I was a kid. But, I can’t remember it
anymore. I roll over and reach for the little white bottle on my
bedside table. My fingers fumble for it, finding it in the dark,
but it doesn’t make the familiar rattle when I grab it. Empty.

I try to calm my heartbeat.

WUMP. Clang.

My eyes snap open. Someone is in the house.
I fling the covers off of me and drop out of bed on to my hands and
knees. I reach under the bed. Tossing a pair of sneakers aside, I
find the tool box and drag it out from under the bed. I reach
inside for the claw-hammer. Strangely, I’ve never really felt
comfortable about the idea of owning a gun. But now, I wish I had
one in my hand.

“Reese… whatareyoudoin’?” Emma whispers with
a drowsy slur.

“Someone’s in the house,” I whisper
back.

Emma sits up, blinks, and pulls the blanket
to her chest. I turn toward the door. The crack between the door
and the cold hardwood floor reveals moonlight that is coming
through the living room windows. I try to slow my breathing.

Clang. Clang. Clang. Clang.

A hollow refrain of metal. Someone is in the
kitchen. I turn back to Emma with hammer in my hand.

“Call 911.”

I whip open our bedroom door and rush toward
the noise. I can barely hear my feet hitting the cold hardwood over
the thumpthumpthump of my own heartbeat. Furious and
frightened, I race past the living room into the kitchen, kicking a
basket of laundry in the dark. I can’t see anyone but I know
they’re there. Fingers clench like a vice on my weapon. I move in
to strike and hear a voice call out:

“Daddy.” A swell of fury and confusion rises
in my throat and I gag. “Daddy, I’m thirsty.” My son. Slumped
against the refrigerator. Trying to open it. I fall to my knees
almost dropping the hammer. I hear Emma’s rushed footsteps behind
me.

“Hollis? Baby, are you awake?” she says.
Emma quickly grabs Hollis in her arms. “You want some milk,
Baby?”

She opens the refrigerator and grabs a
sippy-cup already half-full for Hollis. I glance up to see her look
at me as she carries Hollis back to bed with her. She hides the
panic and worry from our son, but I can see it. I give a weak
gesture with my head, telling her, Go on… I’ll be fine. But,
the sweat covering my skin and the knot of sickening anxiety in my
chest tell me that I’m not fine. At least they don’t see me vomit
on the kitchen floor.

~

I finally get back to bed for a few more
hours of sleep before my alarm wakes me. I crawl out of bed and
start my routine. Shower. Shave. Brush. Comb. Dress for work.
Before I leave, I kiss Emma on the cheek while she sleeps. She
rolls toward me and moans. Her auburn hair tumbles over rosy cheeks
and fair skin. My eyes take in the hour-glass shape of her wrapped
in only a sheet and I remember that I’m a lucky man. I leave her to
rest in bed awhile longer before Hollis wakes up. I skip breakfast
to walk to the drug store about a mile from our house. The sunlight
strikes my eyes, sending me into a sneezing fit. One. Two. Three.
Four sneezes. The crisp dawn air hits my nostrils with mix of
exhaust fumes and hints of sausage and biscuits from the string of
fast food joints.

I enter the drug store. The mechanized
ding-dong at the door welcomes me. There’s a line already
forming at the pharmacy counter. Good grief.

I check my watch while waiting in line,
trying to gage how long this will take. Just twenty minutes until
the mainline bus pulls up to the corner. After that, it’s a
ten-minute ride into downtown. Cutting it close, Reese.

My phone buzzes in my hand alerting me to a text
message. It’s Emma. She’s worried.

What happened last night?

Are you okay?

I’m fine. Just another episode. I ran out of my
meds.

I’m at the pharmacy now. Getting refill.

It’s getting worse. Isn’t it?

I’m fine.

Okay.

Be careful out there.

I always am. I love you.

♥

Emma is good to me. I hate to make her
worry. I should have refilled my medication weeks ago. I’ve been
popping these pills since I was twelve. Since Mom died. According
to Dad and the doctors, I didn’t adjust well. Everyone deals with
loss in their own way, or so they say. These pills are meant to
manage anxiety and hypertension—but lately, I’m not so sure I’m
managing it.

“Sir, can I help you?” The mousy pharmacy
tech behind the counter politely smiles and presses her glasses up
her nose. I step forward and hand her the bottle.

“Just need a refill,” I say. She looks at
the bottle and punches a few keys on her computer.

“Eh, pardon me, pal.” A squat bearded man
squeezes through the line right behind me. I step out of his way
just before his big box full of smaller pink boxes clips me. The
ding-dong tone of the sliding door sounds again and I notice
the growing line of early risers behind me. The squat middle-aged
man walks around the counter and sets the box down at the floor.
His shirt has already come untucked around his love-handles. I
wonder if his neck-tie is too tight; his round face is a blotchy
shade of red. “Carolynn, you see that line?” He says a little too
loudly to the mousy pharmacy tech who’s got my empty prescription
bottle in her hand. “You see how long that line is?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Beltcher.”

“I know you’re new here. But, you gotta pick
up the pace.” He bends over to grab more pink boxes as he loads the
shelves behind Carolynn.

“Photo ID?” Carolynn catches me staring at
the back of Beltcher’s head.

“Oh. Um, yeah. Here you go,” I say handing
her my driver’s license.

“I ain’t runnin’ a charity. Am I, girls?”
says Beltcher clearly making a show of his managerial superiority.
None of the women answer Beltcher. Just as he reaches for another
box under the counter, Carolynn steps back reaching for a clipboard
and, before I can say anything, the two collide. Beltcher blusters
and Carolynn cowers. And, for some reason, that’s when I decide to
chime in.

“I think you can take it easy, Mister. I’m
in no hurry.”

He’s caught off guard and slack jawed
until—“Well, good for you. You think the rest of that line behind
you has nowhere to go? Or do you think you’re the only one that
matters. Like, you’re some kind of special snowflake.” That warm
nervous feeling in my stomach is back.

“Not at all,” I say taking a deep breath. “I
just think… you’ve got some great employees working for you.
Courteous. And, in the 10 minutes I’ve been waiting in line, I
haven’t heard any of them complain once about the line or the work
they have to do.”

“Oh, yeah,” he says with a sneer.

“Yeah,” I reply. “But, I cannot say the same
for you, sir.”

I hear a snicker come from one of Carolynn’s
associates behind the counter. That really turns Beltcher’s
blushing face red.

“Listen here,” he says raising a fat finger
to my face. I imagine what it would be like to grab his wrist,
stretch him across the counter, and drop my body weight across his
forearm snapping the tendons at the elbow. Would he squeal or
scream? “You think you can just walk into my store and talk to me
like that?” he says spraying spit with each consonant. “You’re
wrong, pal.” I quietly wonder how many pounds of pressure it would
take to pull that neck tie so tight that his head would pop like a
pimple. “You’re one of those Millennials. Can’t take any criticism.
You don’t like the way I talk to my employees? You wanna cry about
it, huh?”

He continues ranting at me. Somehow, I press
that warm anxiousness down inside me. It wants to climb up and come
out. It would take less than two seconds to grab a walking cane
from the end-cap on the aisle directly behind me and bring it
crashing over his head.

“Well? What do you have to say about it...
pal?” He says poking that fat finger into my chest. Carolynn
gasps. I take a deep breath.

“First, let me just say… that your store has
an abundance of breath fresheners; mints, gum, you know? You
really should use them. Secondly, between the dutiful ladies
working behind the counter and the line of customers waiting
patiently, you seem to be the only person who can’t take any
criticism, since shouting like an infant seems to be your go-to
response when a Millennial like myself tells you to take
it easy.”

For a moment, he balks. Mouth open and
silent, I see the gears turning furiously in his head, trying for a
stinging come-back. The little old lady behind me lets out a laugh.
I hear the ding-dong of the front door. A man and woman who
were standing in line walk out.

“Uh oh,” I say turning back to Beltcher.
“Customers are leaving. I wonder if they’ll ever come back?”

That sets him off again. As he continues
shouting, I notice Carolynn and her friends behind her. Their faces
turn from shock and worry—to amusement. One of them even smiles.
Beltcher storms off to the back of the pharmacy—still ranting into
the air as he leaves.

Carolynn hands me a white bag with a white
bottle of pills inside just for me. She says thank you and gives me
a smile. Her bubbly associate leans across the counter to me and
says, “That… was amazing!” There’s a collective agreement from the
pharmacy techs: “He had it coming!” and “You know that’s right!”
Carolynn pushes her glasses against her nose and looks over the
prescription, getting back to business. “Mr. Little, you have taken
these before, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, I think you’re all set…” she takes a
closer look at the prescription.

“Wow,” she says under her breath. “That’s
quite a heavy daily dose.”

“Um, yes. Yes, it is.”

“And, this is for… anxiety,” she says just
as I say…

“Anger… or, um, yes, anxiety is the right
word. I guess.”

For a moment, her big brown eyes stare at me
through those deep lenses. “Maybe he should be taking this
stuff,” she says with a smile and gesturing to where Beltcher left
the scene. “It seems to have worked pretty well for you, huh?

“Yeah,” I say taking my prescription and
smiling. “Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?”


Chapter 2


Emma Little

I fire up the laptop on the coffee table and
dust cereal crumbs from the keys. Just another day in the life of
being a stay-at-home mom while running a free-lance marketing
business on the side. A ping pong ball smacks me in the temple.

“Hollis,” I say.

“Sorry, Momma,” comes the reply from my
four-year-old holding a plastic two-foot baseball bat behind his
back. He lowers his head letting his almost black curls fall in
front of his eyes. He especially looks like his daddy right
now.

“What have I said about playing ball in the
house, baby?”

“Not to.”

I open the video chat. The clock on the
screen says 8:50 am. I’ve got 10 minutes until the meeting with my
client. Just enough time to get a snack set up for Hollis. I hop up
from the couch and walk into the kitchen.

“Where you going, Momma?”

“I am going to make you a snack, baby, and
Momma is going to be on a call.”

“Do I have ta be quiet?” he asks making the
disappointment in his voice abundantly clear.

“Yes, please, Hollis.”

Then, I hear another voice from the living
room. “Emma? Emma are you there?” I race back to see a conference
room of 30-somethings staring back at me through my laptop. I
quickly hide the box of Toastie Cereal and check the clock. They’re
10 minutes early; what gives?

“Hey… uh, hey there!” I turn the laptop so
they can’t see the pile of laundry on my couch. I pop my ear buds
in, give Hollis a wink, and turn to the faces staring back at me
through my laptop. “Are we ready to discuss the latest revisions
you requested?”

“Well, first, Emma, the work we’ve seen so
far is wrong.” Devon stares over the rim of her glasses. “All
wrong.” Oh boy.

Being freelance means I have to put up with
a little crap from clients. For instance, when, midway through the
project, they claim that my “approach has not met expectations” - I
have to push back. Negotiate. It’s a verbal dance. But, I’m a
mother. I can teach a master class in negotiation. And, I’m not
afraid of other people’s crap.

After 15 minutes on the conference call,
Hollis’ steel blue eyes peek over from behind the screen of my
laptop. His eyes are bright like his daddy’s too, piercing, but
Reese’s eyes are an icy green. There’s an urgency in Hollis’ face.
He silently mouths the word “snack.” I never got him a snack. He’s
been waiting this whole time. Without being too conspicuous for the
camera, I reach under the coffee table for the box of Toasties.
“So, Devon, you said earlier that the color pallet is too
country-chique? Can you elaborate?”

The short video conference goes over
an hour during which time I negotiate a revised scope of work from
Devon and her team. I also get a verbal promise for two more
projects for the holiday launch coming up. And, more importantly, I
successfully negotiated the plastic baseball bat from my child’s
hands for a second time with just a snap of my fingers.

I draft an email back to Devon and her crew.
Just as I’m about to hit the Send button, Hollis leaps on to the
couch demanding I give Beefy a hug. Beefy is a buffalo, Hollis’
favorite stuffed toy animal. I click Send, snap the laptop shut,
grab Hollis and Beefy, smothering them both in kisses.

We fill up the morning with games. Hide and
Seek in the living room is his favorite. It’s during our fourth or
fifth round of hiding that, out of the blue, he asks, “Is Daddy
gonna be okay?” Reese has been dealing with anxiety since he was a
kid. But he’s always managed it well—until a few years ago. And, at
just four years old, Hollis sees very clearly what his dad has been
able to hide from so many for so long.

For a moment, I don’t know how to answer
him. Then I think of how Reese has treated me and how he’s cared
for us. He’s never raised a hand to me or shouted in anger at
either of us, which is more than I can say for any of my mother’s
boyfriends when I was growing up.

He’s been working hard at that mailroom job
when other men would have quit. It’s not much money and Reese
certainly wouldn’t want to call it a career—but he’s provided for
us.

“Your daddy is going to be just fine, baby”
I say brushing his cheek. For only a moment, he holds my gaze,
trying to see the truth of the matter in my eyes. Then, he smiles
and the moment passes. He bounces away and grabs his bat again.
“Hollis, don’t play ball in the house.”

“I won’t. I’m gonna see the men.”

“You’re going to see the who?” I ask
watching him bounce over to the front window. He climbs the
arm-chair and turns around in it to look out through the
sheers.

“The men,” he says matter-of-factly. “Two of
them… in the car. They have long hair.” I get up from the couch and
peer through the sheers out the window. I see the row of houses
tightly packed on our street. But, no car. And, no men.

“Well, buddy, it looks like they’re gone
now. Were they out there while I was working?”

“Yeah, I waved but they didn’t wave back.
The car just went Varoom.” Hollis races through the living
room in his imaginary car.

I look back out the window. Two days ago, I
had noticed a car parked across the street outside our house. I’d
picked up Reese from the office. It was dark out except for the
street lamps. I thought the car across the street was empty. But,
just as we pulled in our drive way, the headlights came on and the
car drove away. We live in the city, I think to myself.
There are thousands of cars on hundreds of streets.

“Don’t worry Momma,” Hollis says behind me.
He’s raised his bat high above his head with both hands. “I’ll
protect us.”


Chapter 3


Reese Little

Derrick waddles into the copy room wearing
his typical sleazy grin, pulling the stainless-steel file cart
behind him. The cart is overwhelmed with loan files rubber-banded
and stacked for us to copy and scan. I glance at the clock that
says it’s 4 pm. I wish I could say this was a rare occurrence. But,
this kind of late-in-the-day project work has become miserably
common.

“Is this the project we were supposed to get
on Monday?” I ask without hiding my loathing.

“Yup,” Derrick answers. Just behind him,
another man enters the room. He is a tall black man in a sharp suit
with an even sharper smile.

“Mr. Wilkerson, it’s good to see you,” I say
very aware of making my smile look genuine.

“Reese, always good to see you,” he says in
a jovial voice that is unnecessarily loud for speaking to someone
less than three feet away. Mr. Wilkerson isn’t a bad boss, he’s
just merciless at imposing his sunny disposition on everyone. He’s
the kind of boss that has a big toothy smile for you no matter what
bad news he’s going to drop into your lap.

“Reese, I have some news for you, son.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, it is. Derrick tells me you’ve been
doing a wonderful job under his leadership, just wonderful!” He
leans in with his imposing size and wraps an arm around my
shoulder. He guides me to the back of the copy room, giving the
impression this is a secretive meeting—just between us, even though
Derrick stands no more than five feet away. “Reese, I think it’s
time we discuss your career. You’ve been with Iconic Copy &
Mail for four years now and I think we...”

“Five years, sir.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I’ve been with the company for five
years.”

“Oh!” He recovers quickly. “Well let’s talk
about the future. How would you feel about managing your own Iconic
site?” I’ve been working toward it for the last three years. And,
it would mean a bump in pay and I would finally be salaried.

“Yes… yes, sir,” I blurt out. “I would like
that very much.”

“Yes! I thought you would. Management is the
right place for a sharp tack like you, Reese.” He squeezes my
shoulder unnecessarily hard. “And, moving into a management
position opens up a wide range of career possibilities for your
future. Why, look at Derrick,” he says gesturing a big arm toward
the lump of a man hunched over manila files on the copy table.
“Derrick,” Mr. Wilkerson calls out, “the move to management two
years ago changed your world, didn’t it?”

“Sure did.” Derrick gives a weak smile.

“Sure did,” Mr. Wilkerson repeats. He takes
a deep breath and stares into my eyes a little too eagerly. “Well,
I’ll let you and Derrick get back to work. And, Reese…”

Uh oh, here it comes.

“… keep that grit in your belly and keep a
smile on your face…”

And there it is, the line he always closes
with.

“…who knows, Reese, in another year or so,
you could be managing your own mail room just like Derrick.” He
flashes a smile and big wave and he’s gone. I can’t help but watch
him walk out through the hall of the accounting office back toward
the lobby. Without fail, he always looks like he owns the
place.

“Alright, Mr. Management,” Derrick says with
a chuckle. “We got work to do.” And, he nods to the file cart. It’s
loaded with the loan files Cheryl promised to have to us four days
ago. But, it lands in our lap on a Friday afternoon with a
ridiculous deadline. Cheryl is only an associate office manager but
Derrick won’t make any objections. He likes the way she looks in
her pencil skirts.

“Derrick, can’t we say something?” I can
feel my face getting warmer. “I mean… they hand us a project four
days late. Then, we have to make magic happen to copy and file this
God-awful mountain of loan approvals before the weekend.”

“You wanna tell Cheryl where she can stick
these loans? Be my guest, Reese.” Then he grins. “We can call it an
exercise in customer management.” I’ve seen this reaction from
Derrick too often—the tired look in his eyes, the poor attempt at
humor that hides his fear of putting his foot down and speaking up.
I wonder how long it will take before I become a door mat too.

“I’m just saying, we can’t perform magic.
Could we at least talk to...”

“Quit yapping.” Derrick slaps a messy stack
of documents on the copier in front of me. “Start copying.”

~

Three and a half hours later the job is
finally finished. Loan files sit in towering stacks on the work
island in the middle of the copy room. I take a breath and glance
out the office window to see my wife and child sitting in our ’88
model sedan in the dark parking lot. Looking at them sitting under
a moonless night reflected by the dull black asphalt of the parking
lot, I feel a mix of irritation and shame—irritation at the late
hour. But, the shame is mine.

“Done!” I announce a little too eagerly. I
toss the last file on to the table.

“Well, it’s about time,” Derrick retorts.
He’d found a way to settle in comfortably at his desk checking
emails and left me to finish the last 20 minutes of this project by
myself. “I see the wife and kiddo waiting out there for ya.”

“Yeah,” I say moving toward the door. “Mind
if I clock out and I’ll see you on Monday?” I grab my jacket.

“Hold on, bud,” he says without looking up
from his computer. I feel my eye twitch. “Go ahead and roll the
original files back to Cheryl.” I open my mouth to say something.
Derrick’s dead-eyed gaze reminded me of the eerie evil scientist in
a low-budget sci-fi flick I’d seen in college. The scientist looked
like a love-child cross between Quasimodo and Steve Buscemi.
“Well?” he dares me. I start to say something. To object. To
refuse. To tell Derrick to peel his worthless hide out of that
chair and deliver the files himself.

“Sure.” I toss my jacket and cap on the
desk, grip the file cart, and push my dignity down a little
deeper.

I race the overwhelmed file cart like a bat
out of hell. The vacant halls of the loan office echo the sound of
my Brogue dress shoes slapping the granite floor as I run. I’m not
wasting another minute in this cubicle dungeon if I don’t have to.
I jerk the cart to a halt in front of Cheryl’s closed office door.
I realize I can hear myself panting for breath. I knock on the door
and it moves, opening slightly. Light from inside slips through the
opening in the door way.

“Cheryl? We finished up last round of
copies. I’ve got the originals here.” I hear movement inside but no
response.

“My wife’s waiting outside… so, I’m gonna
drop these off and go.” I push the door open and step in. “Oh, wow!
I’m sorry!”

“What the hell, Reese!” Cheryl blurts as she
fumbles with the buttons of her blouse that is opened to her navel.
She turns her back to me. The zipper of her skirt is undone and her
hair obviously disheveled.

“Uh, um… Entirely my fault!” I stammer. “I’m
so…” Turning to leave, I see Keith Pennington behind the door
inside Cheryl’s office. Keith, the micro-managing director of
accounts, furiously tucks his Oxford shirt back into his trousers.
He stares me down. I can’t help glancing at his wedding ring.

“Is this what the help does, nowadays?! Just
storm in?” says Keith. I feel the sweat beading on my neck.

“I apologize. I’m just going to leave these
files here and…” Before I can walk out, Keith slams Cheryl’s office
door into me. The force knocks me across the file cart, turning it
over. A throbbing pain hits my face and shoulder where the door
connected. I try to pick myself up. Files are scattered across the
hall.

“Shut up and get out!” Keith raises his arm,
pointing down the hall, ordering me like a child to go to my room.
I roll and get to my feet clumsily. A dull pulse throbs in my head.
Blood racing. Too fast. Too loud. But, I can still hear Cheryl
cursing Keith.

“Dammit. Did you have to do that?”

“Hell, make him pick it up!” Keith fires
back. “He’s got nothing better to do.”

Something inside me erupts. A rush. I get to
my feet and pin Keith to the wall. Without knowing how, I lift a
man that outweighs me by 50 lbs. Both of my hands lock around his
throat. Keith flails. He chokes as his heels are raised off the
floor.

“Nothing better to do... but, go home to
my family! Where’s your family, Keith?”

“God’s sss-ssake, Cheryl,” Keith gasps, “...
call security.”

I drive my knee into his groin several
times. He screams and doubles over. I toss his body toward Cheryl’s
mahogany desk and hear his head smack the corner—then he’s quiet. I
turn to Cheryl, every muscle in my body tenses. My heart pounds
faster. My eyes—redness surges through my eyes.

“This is why I’m working late and my
family sits in a dark parking lot waiting for me?
Becauseyou’rescrewingyourboss?”

Cowering against the wall, she pleads as I
grip her face with both of my hands. I hear Derrick burst onto the
scene panting for breath.

“What’d you do?”

I’m looking up at him from the hall floor.
Dazed, I look around. No one is screaming. No one is lying
unconscious on the floor. I stand clumsily still favoring the hip
that took the impact with the floor. Keith and Cheryl, the guilty
pair, linger in the small office—still fumbling with the buttons on
their clothes.

“We’re fine here,” Keith blurts out. “Just
had a little… uh, we were…” and he trails off. Derrick moves toward
the pile of scattered copies on the hall floor.

“I’ll clean it up,” Cheryl says desperately
trying to get everyone to leave the scene. “Just go. I’ve got it.
Nothing to worry about.”

I don’t have to be told twice.


Chapter 4


Emma Little

Hollis and I wait in our little rusty 4-door
car, one of only a half dozen left in the parking lot. The typical
Friday afternoon exodus came and went hours ago. Any minute that
handsome husband of mine is going to walk through those office
doors and we can go home. But, I’ve been repeating that line in my
head for the past two hours.

The glass door shimmers in the dark plaza
and Reese emerges from the office. He moves quickly, almost a
march, with jacket in hand. Even in his drab blue polo shirt with
the company logo on the chest, he’s an impressive figure. Six feet
tall and athletic. He never played team sports in college but he
had a love for judo, martial arts. I think his dad even signed him
up for a boxing club when he was teenager.

As he gets closer, I see the knot between
Reese’ eyebrows. He jerks the car door open. A rush of cold air
fills the car and he slumps into the passenger seat.

“Hey, babe. Are you okay?” I ask.

“Just drive, pleasepleaseplease…” he
replies slightly out of breath. “Just go.” Of course, I want to
know what’s with the dark cloud. But, I don’t ask. He’ll tell me
soon enough. Reese turns to see Hollis who is sleeping soundly in
his car seat.

“He was asking for you tonight,” I say.

“Yeah? Working late… again. Was he
upset?”

“I think he worries about you. He knows
something is not right.”

“Worries?”

Hollis is only four years old but he’s an
empathetic soul. No one is a stranger to Hollis. Sometimes, he
seems to be acutely aware of what others are feeling, no matter how
guarded. I like to think it’s his mutant superpower.

“Did you two eat already?” Reese asks.

“Oh, Hollis and I already ate, babe,” I say
with a grin. “We had delightful spread of grapes, Cheezy Pops, and
animal crackers.”

“That’s high-society living, Em.”

“You know it! But, I’m pretty sure there’s
also half a bottle of wine at the house that needs to be finished
off tonight.”

“Is that an invitation?”

“Uh-huh.” I slide my free hand over his
thigh. “And, Hollis is already asleep,” I whisper. “We can just
tuck him in and go straight to wine-and-lingerie time.”

“So…” he looks over at me, “is tonight the
night when you drink all the wine and I wear the lingerie?” I
laugh, letting out a snort. “You always hog the lingerie, babe,” he
says with a smile. “When is it gonna be my turn?”

“I don’t think either of us would enjoy
that, Reese.”

~

I pull the car into our neighborhood: a
pocket of quaint WWII-era homes that sit almost on top of each
other. Most of the houses on our street are rentals—like ours—and
it shows. Every other home on the street is in disrepair: peeling
paint, missing siding, or the occasional mail box that leans to one
side on a rotting beam of wood. The house across the street has a
cluster of cars parked on the lawn. They’re throwing another one of
their weekend parties that literally lasts the whole weekend.
Starting on Friday night, the party attracts a swarm of V-neck
wearing hipsters who drink gin in red solo cups and smoke clove
cigarettes all night. The last car typically doesn’t leave their
front yard until Sunday morning.

Reese pulls Hollis out of his car seat as
gently as he can, trying to let him sleep. My heart swells watching
him carry our child into the house. I wonder how something so
parental can be so sexy at the same time. Hollis doesn’t stir. He’s
tucked into his bed safe and sound.

On the kitchen table sits the usual spread
of bills and clipped coupons. I grab the bottle of wine from the
shelf and pour two glasses. Reese looks at me warmly. It’s a much
different face than the one he had coming from the office.

“One for me and one for you,” I say. He
smiles. And, then he notices the bills on the kitchen table. He
can’t help but straighten them into a neat pile – a small measure
of control over the ongoing chaos of our lives. “You think the
bills will disappear if you keep shuffling them around like that?”
I ask with a smirk. He moves to me and wraps both arms around my
waist, pulling me close. He presses his face to my neck and
breathes deep. My heart swells again and I feel so small in his
arms. I trace a hand over the back of his head, playing with his
dark hair. “Wine in one hand and my man in the other.”

“You like me, huh?” he says through muffled
kisses moving from my jaw and continuing down across my neck.

“Nah, I just want you for your body.”

His light green eyes stare back into my own.
He kisses me deeply and, for a moment, I think he’s going to take
me —really take me in the kitchen without even bothering with the
bedroom. But, I feel something change. He pulls away and lowers his
eyes.

“Emma,” he says moving to the kitchen table.
“Can we talk for second?” He sits at our table with mis-matched
chairs that, like most of our furniture in this little house, was
handed down from his dad or my mom.

“Uh-oh,” I say. I try to rally his mood,
swinging my hips a bit as I walk toward him. I don’t sit in the
chair next to Reese but straddle him instead and wrap my arms
around his neck.

“Emma.”

“Mm-hmm.” I plant little kisses across his
face.

“Babe.” He pulls away from me. “At work
today, I had another… episode.”

“Oh no. They’re getting more frequent aren’t
they?”

“Yeah. Third time this month. I used to only
get these freak-out day dreams once or twice a year. But now... I’m
stressed, Em. I walked in on our office manager and one of the
directors, um, enjoying an after-hours rendezvous in her
office.”

“Oh my God!” I say unable to hide a shocked
grin. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. It turned into a shouting match. I
apologized and the file cart got knocked over—it was just—it was
just embarrassing.”

“Wait, why did you apologize?” I
stand and feel my brow tense. Reese calls it my court room face. He
knows when I don’t like something and I’m about to argue it into
the ground.

“I... I don’t know. But then, I got so
angry. That place just treats me and Derrick like trash that they
can walk on. I just snapped and…” he looks away from me, “I killed
them both with my own bare hands.”

“No you didn’t, Reese.” I move back to him
and hold his face, looking him in the eye. “No you didn’t. I don’t
know what these day dreams are but...”

“But, why are they so violent; so real? Do I
need help?”

I don’t have anything to say this time. I
just wrap my arms around his neck and hold his head against my
chest. Then I ask the question that needs to be asked, the question
he hates.

“Why don’t you talk to your dad about
this?”

“Emma, come on, you know why.” Standing, he
shoves the chair aside and paces across the kitchen floor. “My dad
would have a heart attack if he heard me say that I get lost
fantasizing about brutally killing people when they piss me off.
Self-control is powerful, son… control your emotions or they
will control you,” he says mimicking his father’s slight
Southern accent.

“I know your dad hasn’t been the greatest.
His advice has always been on the side of doom and gloom.”

“Yeah,” Reese says with a wry smile. “His
motto is ‘prepare for the worst and hope for… less than the
best.’”

“I don’t see why you couldn’t just ask him
to help.” I go back to my glass of wine. “What is there to lose?” I
let that question hang in the air, waiting for his reply. The
muscles in his jaw tighten. He decides to change the subject.

“We need to talk about money.”

“Seriously?” I don’t hide the irritation in
my voice. “Can’t I just show you my boobs and we can drink
wine?”

“I’m sorry, Em. And, I love your boobs… but
I’m looking at that stack of bills and I know we still need to buy
groceries for next week. We’re almost out of milk for Hollis.”

“Actually, we ran out this morning,” I say
quietly.

“Oh. So, we need to get groceries…
tonight?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry. I can run to the Corner
Market and...”

“Not tonight you’re not.” He turns, grabbing
his jacket. “It’s after dark. I’ll get the groceries”

Our neighborhood is not the kind of place
that is safe to walk after dark. Beyond the hipsters’ party across
the street, there awaits an obstacle course of inner city oddities
between our house and the Corner Market including the neighbor’s
guard dogs, the inebriated homeless man shouting biblical
prophecies on the corner, and the occasional tricked-out car parked
at the car wash—not using the car wash—just parked there. He throws
on his jacket.

“I’ll be back before you know I’m gone.”

“Okay.” I realize I need to give him more
bad news. I start massaging the spot between my nose and forehead.
“Reese, um, we only have about $100 in the checking account.”

“What? No, I should have been paid today.
Did my check not get into the account?”

“You did get paid today.” I massage the
spot, trying to chase away the headache that is growing. “One
hundred dollars and fourteen cents is all that’s left after we went
in the red last week. I won’t get paid for my project work until
next month.” We’ve lived pay-check to pay-check for a few years
now. Neither of our families ever had much money. All of our
furniture has been second-hand. Even the engagement ring Reese gave
me - his grandpa gave him his grandma’s old ring. I don’t mind it.
In fact, it’s kind of sweet to think about that senile Norwegian
rough-neck being a sentimental type.

“So… so, just the essentials from the market
then?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Just the essentials.” He
starts toward the door but halts for a moment. He turns and looks
at me. He’s thinking the same thing I am. The same conversation
we’ve had again and again.

“Emma, this isn’t the way it’s always going
to be…”

“I know.”

“But, this is just...”

“I know. But can’t we…”

“No, my dad… is just… you know how he
is.”

“I know but we can’t keep this up… paycheck
after paycheck.”

“I know. I know.”

“…so…”

“…so…” He thumbs through his wallet, turning
over the same debit card in his hand, again and again. “I’ll be
back,” he says.

“I love you.”

“I love you.”


Chapter 5


Reese Little

I zip my jacket and make my way down the block. The
neighbor’s party across the street has added a few more cars to the
front lawn since Emma and I got home. I pass the usual cast of
characters as I walk to the store at the end of our street. The
“kennel” house is guarded by a lone and barking sentry leashed to a
stake in the front yard as usual. I pass that house avoiding eye
contact with the dog. I turn the corner at the end of the street
and see the car wash. Inside one of the self-clean car wash bays
sits the same Monte Carlo that I’ve seen sitting there no less than
four nights a week. Though, it’s usually parked in the lot outside
the wash bays as if the two thugs inside were claiming a small bit
of territory on Gallatin Pike.

Finally decided to clean her up, I think.

The car sits empty and parked in the wash bay as if
it were hiding from the city.

“Grace and peace to you!” The
homeless preacher shouts at me as he leans against the dumpster at
the back of the Corner Market. “Do you know the Lord Jeez-us?” he
continues in that loud voice unaware that he is shouting at
all.

“I do, thank you,” I say trying to
be friendly while ending any conversation before it starts. I
haven’t been to church since mom died. I don’t particularly claim
any religion but I also don’t want to give St. Jack Daniels here
the opportunity to evangelize.

I pick up the pace and enter the store. The music of
some Arabic hip-hop artist greets me from the boom box sitting
behind the counter. The smell of incense is heavy in the air. A
lone store clerk in his early twenties sweeps the floor in front of
the check-out registers and greets me with a silent nod. I grab a
plastic basket from the stack and walk to the back of the store. I
pick up milk first then peanut butter, sandwich bread, cereal, some
fruit, and beef jerky for myself. I trace the aisles in this little
store picking up all the groceries that would get us through the
next week. The clerk is eager to set aside his broom and ring up my
groceries.

“You have a good night, my
friend,” he says to me in a thick accent. I walk out of the Corner
Market with six plastic sacks of groceries in my hands.

The wind picks up and the air even smells different.
A thunderstorm is on its way. I pick up the pace hoping to avoid
the deluge of rain. As I began to trot toward the street across the
parking lot, I see the preacher-hobo standing twenty yards in front
of me silhouetted by the street lamps. He faces me standing
directly in my path unmoving.

“No man can hide. No, not
one.”

“Excuse me?” I ask. Immediately, I
realize it was a mistake to say anything at all.

“The Lord will call for a
reckoning unto everyman. He will curse a man for his sins. And,
ye shall be punished even unto the seventh
generation!”

He gives that last part about being punished some
extra gusto. Strangely enough, he shows no signs of the drunken
swagger that I saw on him when I entered the store fifteen minutes
ago. His stillness appears even more pronounced as the wind buffets
his tattered coat around his thin unwavering frame. I walk past him
with my eyes to the pavement but I can feel him stare me down as I
rounded the corner making my way up the street.

As I climb the rise in the street leading to my
house, I can hear the dogs from “kennel house” clamoring like mad.
I make my way closer and the barking grows louder. I notice that
the owners are conveniently absent. No car in the driveway and all
of the lights in the house are off.

Great, I think, the neighborhood will get
to hear the dogs’ racket all night.

I look again. The sentry dog is missing from the in
front yard. Where the dog once stood when I passed by earlier,
there lies only the frayed end of its leash. My eyes search in the
direction the dogs are barking. I find an orange glow in the cloud
line over our neighborhood. It’s getting brighter by the second. I
keep moving towards the house watching the glow flicker and pulse
strangely. I grip my grocery bags a little tighter and speed up to
a jog. Cresting the hill, I see the source of the orange pulsing
glow. A house burns with thick flames climbing through the
windows.

My house! Dear God, my house is on
fire!

I sprint toward my burning home. I run without
hesitation and a thousand thoughts race through my mind at once. I
drop the sacks of groceries and call out for help. My voice shakes
and cracks in the night air. My feet beat the pavement racing
toward my home. Emma and Hollis, are they still in that house? Did
they get out?

“Help! Help,” I scream. I see
flames bursting from our bedroom window. “My house. It’s on fire.
Help!” The party at our neighbor’s house is watching from the front
lawn. “Call for help! Call for help,” I yell at the crowd of
on-lookers. Just then, the wall along the back side of the house
falls. Brick, drywall, and lumber splinter and spill across the
back yard. The house is going to come down. I sprint across the
front lawn screaming for Emma. No reply from the house. I can see
inside through the living room window—shadows and flame—something
big is moving inside. I rush in through the gaping hole left by the
collapsed wall.

“Emma! Where are you?”

The heat is terrible. I immediately smell burning
hair, not sure if it’s my own.

“Emma,” I scream filling my lungs
hot dry smoke. Our photographs on the wall bubble and turn black.
The couch is ablaze. My eyes burn. I begin to choke.

“Em...” I can no longer yell for
her. No air. My heart beats faster. Everything turns red. And then,
everything goes dark.


Chapter 6


Reese Little

“Get him otta here, now. You hear me? This
place is not secure!”

I can smell the smoke heavy around me and
feel drops of water pelt my face. Opening my eyes, I see rain
streaking towards me through the black sky. Two firefighters stare
down at me. They carry me out of the ruins of my own home. They
place me on a waiting stretcher next to an ambulance. A coughing
fit hits me and I retch ash from the back of my throat.

“He’s conscious,” a firefighter shouts. “We
need a medic.”

“I can move,” I say between lurching coughs
as I try to sit up. “Emma? Where’s my wife?” I look around the
scene frantically. Firemen and other EMT personnel walk around the
smoking rubble. “Emma?”

“Reese!” She shoves through the watching
crowd at the neighbor’s across the street. “Reese.” She is wrapped
in a blanket and holding our son. I grab my wife’s face in my hands
and kiss her. I pull Hollis to me and hold him. As I pick him up,
he pats my face and asks, “Daddy, did you get hurt?” Emma tries to
assure Hollis that I am okay.

“Yeah, it looks like Daddy got a little
dirty in there, huh?” Portions of my face and clothing are
blackened with ash. Emma offers a towel that the firemen gave her
to wipe down herself and Hollis. She wipes the ash from my face and
it feels so good to have her next to me that I begin to cry.

“I thought you were…” I choke.

“I’m here,” she assures me. “Hollis and I
are safe.”

“Daddy, what happened?” he asks pointing to
our smoking home.

“I don’t know, buddy. That was kind of
scary, wasn’t it?” I respond.

Two EMTs approach us. “Sir, we need to take
a quick look at you to be sure you’re okay,” says one of them. She
shines a flashlight in my eyes while examining scrapes and burns
with gloved hands. I grow impatient with the repeated knowing looks
and mumbled discussion between the two of them. I notice a short
woman in a dark suit carrying an umbrella. Unlike the firefighters
and the EMTs, she moves slowly, but not without purpose. She’s
observing everything. The two EMTs finish their work with a few
questions: “How do you feel? Any dizziness or nausea? Labored
breathing?”

“No.”

“How many fingers am I holding up?”

“Three. Wow, you really ask that question? I
thought it was just in the movies.”

“Sir, can you tell me your name?”

“It’s Reese Little.” The EMT asks me to sign
a ‘refusal of care’ document basically saying that I’m okay. I do.
When I answer all of their questions, they pause and give each
other one of their knowing looks I’d already seen a few times.
“What?” I say impatiently. The male EMT claps my shoulder with a
smile.

“You are one tough beast,” he says with
nervous laughter. I look back at him wondering what he means.

“Of course he is,” Emma says looking at me
with pride.

“No, lady,” he says. “I mean, he laid in
that burning rubble unconscious for at least 20 minutes with part
of the roof laying on top of him! We thought he was DOA for sure…”
At this, his partner gives him a jab in the side. He gets the hint
and both medics excuse themselves. Then, the lady in the suit takes
this opportunity to introduce herself.

“How are we doing tonight?” she says with a
rehearsed smile.

No one answers right away. I want to say
My house just burned down. I thought my family died but it turns
out they’re alive. So, considering everything, not a bad night.
But I just nod. Emma hooks her arm through mine and, with her other
hand, she holds Hollis to her hip.

“I’m detective Esperanza.” She says she
wants to check on us and do whatever she can to help. Immediately,
I wonder why a detective is present at a residential fire.
Detective Esperanza already gathered a few details that Emma gave
to the first officers at the scene. Emma told them that, after I’d
left to go to the Corner Market, she heard movement coming from our
basement.

“Something big was down there. I started to
open the basement door but I heard what sounded like the washer and
drier tumble and roll across the floor down there.” She recounts
several details to the detective.

Initially, Emma thought it was an animal.
But, the sounds traveled through the house, growing until it was
clear that an intruder made their way into the basement from the
outside. She ran to Hollis’ room and locked the door.

The detective shoves her cell phone a little
closer to Emma as she tells the story, I assume, to record her
statement. Emma says she heard a pounding then a splintering crack,
like a door breaking. The intruder or intruders were inside. That’s
when she realized she didn’t have her cell phone with her. She
heard heavy footsteps, like a man’s, but quiet.

“I think he knew I was still in the house,”
Emma says folding her arms across her chest.

“Him? You saw the intruder?”

“Oh. No, I didn’t actually see him… her.
Whatever.”

“How did the fire start?” Detective
Esperanza asks while holding the cell phone even closer to my wife.
Emma tells her that Hollis woke and she tried to keep him quiet.
She pushed his dresser against the locked door. Then she turned to
pick up Hollis when the door knob clicked. They tried to come in
the bedroom. She yelled at them to go—told them she’d called the
police. She took Hollis to the window and opened it. Just then, the
bedroom door splintered open.

“I could hear them ripping the rest of the
door open.” She looks at me. “The bed and dresser I had put against
the door... I could hear it sliding away. The lamp fell from the
dresser and I heard glass break. I think that’s what started the
fire.”

“Did anyone follow you out of the house?”
The detective asks with a very clinical disposition.

“I climbed out and didn’t look back until I
got here—across the street. I got to the party and they called for
help. By the time I looked back, I could see fire moving through
the house.”

“It was a monster, Daddy,” Hollis chimes in.
“A tree monster.” I pick up Hollis and hold him close.

“It was a tree monster?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Hollis says with absolute certainty.
Detective Esperanza tucks her smart-phone back into her coat pocket
and seems to dismiss Hollis’ offering to the conversation.

“Detective, there’s something else,” Emma
says. “I ran over here and the folks at this house took me in and
called for help. When I came back out on the front yard with my
son…we saw something. In the house, while it was coming down, I saw
two… shapes.” The detective raises an eyebrow.

“Can you describe the shapes?”

“No, just shadows in the fire. But it looked
like they were struggling to get out... fighting even.”

“So, you’re certain there was more than one
intruder.”

“Yes. Did you find anyone…or a body still in
the house?” Emma asks.

“The officers found no one else in the
remains of your house,” the detective says confidently.

Just then, I realize our car is parked in
the driveway without a scratch. What a pity. Insurance might have
paid something.

Detective Esperanza hands me her card. She
asks if we have a place to stay tonight.

“Any friend or relative you can call?” she
asks. “Or a church you attend that might help?” My mind races to
think about folks that we could call at this hour. We could rent a
hotel... if we had to.

“Yeah, we’ve got friends,” I say quickly.
“We’ll call around.” As the detective leaves, Emma and I look at
each other and we are suddenly hit with the absurdity of
everything. We’re standing outside in the rain with our
four-year-old, on the front lawn of a party that just watched our
house burn down.

“So, whatcha thinking?” Emma asks, pulling
Hollis up on her hip.

“I’m thinking that our house is gone,” I
reply.

“Yeah.”

“I can’t think about that. We need a
plan.”

The rain begins to beat down. We run to our
only shelter—my little old four-door parked in the driveway. We
weigh our options. Our list of friends or family that can provide a
place to stay is a short one. Our closest friends, Mark and
Melissa, would do anything to help us. But, they are raising four
kids and adding the three of us to that mix is a burden we won’t
ask them to take on. This leaves the obvious alternative—my dad.
Ted Little, my dad, lives alone in the rural area of the county
just outside city limits. His house sits on 15 acres of rough farm
land that he does not farm. Sometimes we visit him—a few weekends
every year. He already as a room set up for Hollis when we visit. I
dig my cell phone out of my pocket and make the call.

To understand my dad, you have to understand
what happened to my mom. Growing up, my dad was the adventurer, the
survivalist, and the kind of guy who’d pack up the family in the
car on a whim and take us caving for a week in Kentucky. My mom
passed away when I was 12 years old. For a year, I watched her
fight cancer. Then, she fought the chemo. Then, she fought cancer
again. The worst part was the day after the funeral…when I realized
that life went on and the rest of the world didn’t seem to notice
she was gone. Dad was never the same. After mom died, his
larger-than-life personality became protective and quiet.

Tonight, he answers the phone. He’s
surprised to hear from me at such a late hour. I explain the fire
and the house and assured him that we’re all okay. I expect him to
immediately offer to take us in. But, oddly, he starts asking
questions—strange questions: What time did this happen? What did
you see? What did Emma see? Any strange activity in the
neighborhood the past few days? Did anybody come to the house in
the past few days that you didn’t know? I try to answer but…
this is weird.

“Dad, we need a place to stay. Is it alright
if we…”

“Are you still at the house?” he interjects
with heightened tone of urgency in his voice.

“Yeah, Dad. We’re in my car parked in the
driveway.”

“You need to leave now,” he says. “Right
now.” This is starting to scare me.

“Dad, we want to leave but we need a place
to go. Is it alright if we stay with you for a few nights?”

“Listen to me, Son. You need to meet me at
the diner on Highway 231 in half an hour. Pack or buy everything
you need for a road trip in that time…” He’s not making sense.

“Dad, what’s going on?” Willy’s Diner was
dad’s favorite spot. But it would be at least a 10-minute drive
past his place. “If you don’t want us staying with you…”

“Listen to me,” he cuts me off. “You need to
run.” Now, I’m listening. “You’re not going back to that house or
that neighborhood. Meet me at the diner in no less than half an
hour. I… I need to tell you something. I think a fight has been
brought to your doorstep that you and Emma know nothing about.
Reese… I’m sorry.” He gets quiet. Sitting there, holding the
cellphone to my ear, I don’t know what else to say.

“Dad?”

“Just promise me I’ll see you at the diner
in 30 minutes.”

“… I promise.”


Chapter 7


Ted Little

I see Reese’s white car pull into the gravel
parking lot just before 10 o’clock, almost an hour after the diner
closed for the night. Only three other vehicles are sitting in the
parking lot of Willy’s Diner at this time of night. One is Pamela’s
El Camino that sits here every night this place is open. The second
is my own pick-up truck. And, the third is a Monte Carlo that
belongs to the troll hunter sitting in the booth across from me. He
holds a bloodied rag to his arm to suppress the bleeding. Rain
pours out of the black sky in sheets. Terrible weather for
confessions that are a little too late coming.

Willy’s World Famous Diner is a 50’s era
meat-and-three that has a working jukebox and a sign out front that
boasts the “Best Meatloaf in America!” The little plastic sign in
the window that says CLOSED was turned out over an hour ago. Pamela
is the proprietor of Willy’s Diner. She inherited it from her daddy
when he passed a few years ago. I’d say she’s been sweet on me for
some time… but, I guess I’m sweet on her too. She’s at the diner
most nights still taking orders and serving up better coffee then
those fancy chain coffee shops.
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