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    For my dad, Charlie.


The thank you list is never ending. Thank you for always choosing us. Thank you for choosing us in the first place. I remember very clearly the minute I met you, I knew that you were meant to be a part of our family. You were supposed to be our dad. You are a great dad. You and Mathew made our family complete. Thank you for everything you have done for me and all of the life lessons you have taught me. You have always been a strong influence in molding me into the person I am today. Thank you for your patience and love. Thank you for family date nights, building our first car to share, and then my own car. That car is still my favorite car. Thank you for pushing the publication of this book. Thank you for always being proud of me and believing in me. I cannot thank you enough for being you and choosing to be our dad. I love you more than you will ever know.


It brings me great pain to write this next and final thought about the man I call my dad. You are deeply and perpetually missed.
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“Your dreams are the playground for your soul.”


-Charles Baxter
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She awoke in a daze on the cold, sodden ground. The clouds were deep gray, almost black, releasing a grim feeling into the air. The ambiance around her resembled twilight; nevertheless, she couldn’t be sure it was even that late in the day. Freezing rain poured from the sky. Mud entangled her long, fiery red hair. She could feel her tousled locks sticking to her back. A man, whom she didn’t recognize, was standing over her throbbing, limp body.

“Where am I?” she inquired. The pain in her head was much too fierce for her to think. The pain intensified with each slight movement. 

“Timber, stop acting imprudently.” The man grabbed his own hair in frustration, pulling out short strands of black hair. “Answer my question.” 

Her tears were much too concentrated to invoke a demanding reply toward this bully. Hysterical crying was her only response. 

“Don’t make me repeat myself,” he yelled, drawing her toward him, grabbing the torn material that was once her shirt.

Panic washed over her. Timber’s already racing heart pounded faster. “What? I don’t know.Who are you? What do you want from me?” Her crying was more frenzied.

“Your mother,” he growled, pulling at his hair. “Where is your mother?” He reiterated his anger by stomping on her stomach.

“My mom?” Timber glanced down at the blood on her body. She felt tender and fragile, like glass. “My mom is dead.” Those words stung. 

“Don’t  you know, little girl?”

“Don’t I know?” Timber bellowed from the ground while he towered over her tiny frame. 

His laugh was menacing. “Death is no obstacle for your mother, I assure  you.”

“Please, leave me alone,” Timber begged, ignoring his words.

“You see, I cannot do that. Your light-fingered mum filched something of paramount importance from me.” The tone of his voice softened. “I just want it back.” She could hear a slight Irish accent. His words were tranquil. The glint in his eyes was undeniable evil. He raised the knife above his head. She watched, fear-stricken, as his anger and hatred surged toward her like an ocean wave of demise.

A sudden rush of wind sent strands of Timber’s hair flying into the air. Instantly, an impression of protection and safety washed over her, melting the incapacitating fear. The pain flowed out of her body like warm, golden honey. Her heart still raced but in a satisfying way. She didn’t know what was going on, but a smile surfaced on her face regardless. As this mysterious savior materialized, she was able to see his face. She knew him somehow. Timber was fixated on his face. Her assailant paled in comparison to this magnificent knight in shining armor.

He approached her aggressor and spoke to him in a hushed whisper. She could not hear words, but his tone was obvious. His frame shook with wrath. 

“I’ll get what is mine if it takes me a thousand years. Or I will get my vengeance.” 

“I will be waiting,” her hero replied in a threatening, sinister voice. 

The girl's punisher vanished into thin air. 

“What was that?” she cried. 

Her savior slowly and carefully slid one arm under her knees and the other under her feeble neck, lifting her limp body carefully from the cold, wet ground. She felt her consciousness fade into oblivion.
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“I have a job for you.” The voice in the shadow sounded different somehow. “The deadline is March.”

“The origin of this request is a matter of conjecture,” the assassin stated, having heard the deadpan tone of the familiar stranger’s voice.

“That is a correct assumption.”

Having a deeper undertone, his voice was most certainly different than the person he expected to be the owner of the mysterious voice echoing around the room. Nevertheless, it made no difference. He would not ordinarily accept orders from anyone, but he owed a few favors to more people than this assassin could count. He would complete the job. 

“Are there any ties?” he asked as he always had.

“Ties?” the voice asked in forced surprise. Not bothering to mask his boredom. The man for hire permitted a very calculated expression of discontentment to creep onto his impassive face. “You know exactly the correlation to which I am referring.” 

There was no reply, only silence in a dark, cold room.

He waited in the still of the darkness, not sure a response would bless the conversation. Although he was hoping for an answer, it did not mean he would give this stranger the satisfaction of asking again.

The voice finally boomed from the pitch-black air. “The agreement, if you will, is the same. You acquiesced to eradicate all threats.” 

The answer was always the same, but he had to ask. He couldn’t disregard the consequences. Too much was at stake.

“Who is it? Where do I need to go?” His rejoinder was mechanical.

“We will be in touch.” 
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Chadwick, Oklahoma
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He walked into my life and hit me like a freight train. One day my life was normal. The next... Completely upside down. My story began a few weeks before Halloween. It was a “usual” night for me. I should have had the night off, but Mandy called in, again. She called in at least once a week, so as I said “usual.”

Driving through town, I noticed the town’s maintenance crew had been hard at work decorating for the upcoming, unavoidable holiday. I had the awesome pleasure of cruising by horrifically bloody creatures frozen in battle suspended above Main Street. These hanging monstrosities hung low enough to give the effect of the passing cars amidst fighting demons, and each was bloodier than the last. The last few were so grotesquely bloody that liquid dripped onto my car. Now, that was scary and gross. You would think tourists would not want to come back, but they did. They came back in droves year after year. 

The street, lamp posts, and businesses running along the main strip were all very neatly outlined with lights that sparkled red, orange and black. Black, glistening spider webs, housing gigantic and colorful spiders, were strung from building to building. All of the lights and glow-in-the-dark items gave off the appearance of daytime all night long, lighting my way all through town. Of course, our town wouldn’t be completed without holy wars. Angels and demons were at it again. I passed by religious wars showcased in the lit-up alleys.

“Ah, watch out! You might run into zombies on your walk to lunch,” I said to myself, rolling my eyes at the absurdity of it all. Zombies and vampires seemed to have taken over the sidewalks and lawns. 

Rob, our local city maintenance engineer, always began planning for the holidays a year in advance. As the decorations went up, he notated ideas of additions and changes for the next year. I knew Christmas would be more overdone than this spectacle. I loved Christmas, so that was just fine by me. It’s a nice holiday, not ridiculous like Halloween. Rob was a cool guy. He had always been one of my most frequent customers. He came in several times a week, and usually sat in my section, sometimes Myra’s, only ordering a soda or water. He tipped well over 100% of his tab, leaving a fifty-dollar tip during each visit. He hung out with his work crew every Friday night playing pool or just harassing us.  

I pulled up in Myra’s driveway to see her waiting for me on the porch. Myra was my best friend. Our relationship began forming at birth. I have invariably found that very few people are worth my time. I don’t date much, either; never have. Some people say that I am too picky when it comes to dating, but I say that I’m not picky enough. “What took you so long?” she asked, opening the car door.

“I have to be careful not to run into the dead.” I rolled my eyes, again, at the outlandish decorations.

She laughed, “Yeah, isn’t it awesome this year.”

“It gets worse every year,” I retorted.

“What! You mean to say that you don’t love running into vampires and zombies?” she replied, feigning shock. “It gets better every year. I love it,” she sang.

“Yes, I’m well aware.” I rolled my eyes.

“Why do you hate Halloween so much?”

“Hm,” I paused to try to remember. “I don’t know. Halloween just freaks me.” I shuttered. “Rob doesn’t help any.”

Myra laughed. “He does love tricks over treats.” 

I groaned. My distaste is well known.

By the time we arrived at the bar, the sun had completely set. The bar was far enough outside of town that the Halloween decorations had stopped lighting our way miles ago. Once we turned into the parking lot, we had to rely on the trusty old street lights and security lights that lit up the parking lot. 

“Perfect, the street lights just blew out,” I said, noticing the immediate dimness. We ran inside and reported the outage. “I’m sure Rob will be in later and will call it in,” I told Alex, the employee assigned to check ID at the entrance. “I just wanted to report it. Make sure you let Joe know, please.”

The night started off slow but picked up around ten. Since the decorations were up and running in town, people from fairly close neighboring areas came to bless us with their presence. Since our town didn’t offer much in the way of entertainment after five o’clock, travelers piled into the bar in herds. 

An obvious out-of-towner walked in and sat at a table in my section, of course. As my eyes met his from afar, my toes began to heat. The warm tingle quickly spread through me like wildfire. My cheeks flushed as I became light-headed. I felt embraced in a warm blanket of strength and protection, but yet, he instantly terrified me. I couldn’t put a finger on it, but something about him was a warning. I really couldn’t decide if I wanted to run as fast as I could away from him or have my way with him on the top of the closest table, not caring who witnessed the humiliating, confusing public display of affection. 

As I inched closer, I noticed something about him was unmistakable. I stopped in mid-stride and stared at him. There was something familiar about his black, curly hair, which fell just past his shoulders. His hair was crazy thick. I could play with him-I mean his hair-all night. My body tensed from the flood of excitement and anticipation. Those black eyes were so familiar, like they had burned into my soul long ago. I knew him. The feelings that stirred deep inside my soul told me that I had seen him a million times before, but that wasn’t reality. I had never met this man. I would’ve remembered that silky, caramel skin accompanied by perfectly sculpted muscles. I quickly convinced myself to pull it together. I found myself at his table as if my feet floated toward him of their own accord as if gravity had no say so.

“What can I get ‘cha?” I asked impatiently. An unexplainable anxiety engulfed me. I didn’t want to stick around and chat, yet a very powerful part of me did - a part of me that I had never known before this moment. Of course, as a cocktail waitress in a nightclub, a lot of people had the effect on me of not wanting to stick around and chat. No part of me held the desire to stick around any customer ever... except for him. That was what made these desires so out of the ordinary. 

Something about him caused tingles down my spine, chills throughout my body, my knees to go weak, and my brain to stop working. I yearned for him. I really had to have every part of him right then and there. I wanted to witness how bad his bed hair was in the morning. I had an intense urge to find out if he read the paper over coffee in the morning. Does he even drink coffee? Maybe he is an herbal tea kind of guy, I asked myself. I convinced my brain to end the absurd thoughts. I was going way overboard. Besides, I already knew the answers. He was a coffee guy. How I knew, I had no idea. I must have been going psycho. I mean, uh, physic. 

I took a deep breath and I told myself that this guy, this unbelievably alluring man, was just like any other customer. I’ll treat him like every other jerk, I thought to myself. I could feel my shoulders automatically shrug in response to my internal dialog. 

I loved working in a bar because in a place like that, I didn’t have to be sweet or upbeat. I’m not much of a people person. I never have been and I don’t anticipate changing that at any point... ever. I enjoyed the fact that I have to suck up to the losers who came through that door. I took drink orders, delivered them and moved on as quickly as possible. That’s all I had to do. It was pretty easy work. I just had to deal with all the crazies, perverts and all-around jerks. That was the most daunting part of the job. 

“Hello, Vanessa,” he said, drawing my name out. His eyes were intense. “We finally meet.” A smug, dark smile spread across his face. It was a smile that left me pondering his intentions yet craving his everything. I couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking. His smile didn’t appear to be friendly, yet it didn’t feel uncomfortable either. 

All of my senses woke in response to his voice. Damn, the tingling started again. I collapsed a little, grabbing the table to keep myself upright as my knees gave way. 

Okay, calm down. He’s just like all of the other dumbasses, I thought to myself as an attempt to calm my nerves down. 

When I was confident that I would be able to, at least somewhat, control my shaky voice, I said, “Um... yeah.” My voice betrayed me. I was trying to show boredom, not the excitement blasting through my veins. “What can I get ‘cha?” I repeated, still making a terrible attempt to seem unaffected. I touched my pencil to my chin as I glanced at the ceiling trying to avoid his intense gaze; my foot vigorously tapping the ground due to nerves. I took a few seconds to regain control of myself. 

It wasn’t his comment that fazed me. A lot of customers said crap like that. They thought they were cool and mysterious. Yeah, right. They believed I was all about partying because I worked at a bar, saying all kinds of crazy things to try and get my attention. I was just paying the bills. As a rule, I didn’t drink or “hang” with the customers. 

Two things scared me: the dark glint in his black eyes. Seriously, black eyes equaled scary. Who has black eyes? Also, the insane attraction I felt toward him. His expression told me he knew too much about me, personal things, not just the name on my name tag, which actually read “Ginger.” Joe had us draw stage names from a hat. He felt it would be fun for the out-of-town customers to think they knew our names. Most bar employees do not wear identification or provide names for security and privacy. I guess knowing too much about a person is as easy as turning on your computer these days. Personally, I supposed I rebelled against the internet. I didn’t have websites or personal pages posted on the internet, giving away all of my secrets and problems. I realized my information was still out there somewhere anyway, though, readily available with a few keystrokes, which was actually really scary.

“I’ll have a beer if you’ll have a seat, um,” he leaned toward me to read my name tag. With a dramatic southern accent, he continued, “Ginger.” His smile was cocky, dark... sexy. 

Secretly, he made me feel a sense of excitement and belonging like I was home. That alone scared me the most.

“Fine, a beer it is. Any particular brand or brew? I’m too busy to sit. As you can see, my section is packed.” I allowed my eyes to gaze around the bar, hoping he would pick up on the hint.

“Whatever is fine. I trust you. Sit with me for a minute. No one will mind. Trust me.” He purred, showing off a knee-weakening, crooked half-smile. His lips were full, dark red and lusciously moist. They were a perfect match for his caramel skin. 

My mind drifting, I couldn't help but inventory the tables, finding the perfect table that would be the most supportive. I had to remove myself from his presence before I did something I’d regret. Of course, maybe I wouldn’t regret it, I mumbled under my breath.

“Okay...whatever comin’ up,” I said, ignoring his request. I turned away from him quickly so I could melt. Literally, melt. Okay, not literally, but you get the point. Audibly exhaling, I walked as fast as I could to the bar, really hoping that I didn’t trip over my feet on the way.

“Hey, Brad, three Jack & Cokes, White Zinfandel, scotch on the rocks, brandy straight up, and a beer.” “What kind of beer?” he asked, in the midst of an ass shake as he mixed the liquids in the cocktail shaker. He had to keep his fans entertained.

“He said, and I quote, ‘Whatever is fine.’” 

He winked, and then added, “Okay, you got it, Ves.” 

“Actually, make that beer a Midnight Sun Flying Reindeer Rauchbock.”

Brad's expression turned dark. After a moment, he replied, “A flying reindeer what? Ves, I have no idea what you just said. We are in a tiny town in the middle of nowhere in Oklahoma, may I add. We don’t have anything with a name that long-winded.” 

I had known Brad Carter since high school. He was easy on the eyes, I guess. With naturally glowing bronze skin, bright green eyes and dirty-blonde hair, he received a lot of gazes, gawks and giggles. He had been blessed with muscles to melt any woman’s... well, let’s just say heart. He was like a big brother to me; therefore, I’d prefer not to think about what he melted in a woman. All the girls in the town, and out of town for that matter, went crazy over him. I just didn’t see him in that kind of way.

“Never mind, I have no idea where that came from. I’m sure a Shiner Bock will be fine.” I felt my cheeks blush to intense crimson. 

“What’s wrong?” Brad put down the vodka bottle and gave me his full attention. 

I mentally debated whether I should tell him or not. He tended to be a little dramatic when it came to me and my safety. His expression grew more intense as each second passed. “Ves, you better go on and spit it out. I have all night to drag it out of you.” Brad’s left eyebrow lifted in suspense. 

“Ugh, fine, I think that guy at table six is crazy. He’s really freakin’ me out. Can you keep an eye on him, please?” I said as I loaded my serving tray. “I’m probably just being a jackass. I’m sure it’s fine.”

“Which guy?” he asked, looking in that general area.

I looked that way too. He wasn’t there. He wasn’t anywhere. I scoured the entire bar and saw no sign of him. I didn’t feel him either. I felt cold. My body had been shivering slightly since I left his table. I did see Rob and his friends had sat at a table in my section. My attention was directed to them immediately. 

“Okay, never mind. Here, put this back. I need to add two cokes, a sprite, and a club soda, please.” I handed him the beer as he pushed the latter part of my order my direction. “If he comes back, I’ll let you know. Thanks.”

“You do that. Did he say or do anything I should know about?” 

“Nothing out of the ordinary. He just gave me the creeps.” I yelled to him so he could hear me over the roar of the music and the squeals of his adoring fans sitting in front of him. 

Brad provided a serious expression, which consisted of a crease in his brow and frown on his face. I walked off with my full tray minus one beer.

Through my peripheral vision, I saw Amber, another waitress, come up beside me. “Who was that?” she asked with her usual sinister attitude.

“I don’t know,” I replied.

“Well, I don’t like him. He gives me the creeps.” She sighed, then added, “devilish good looks, too bad. That is just my type.” Her voice was slow and desperate as she stared off in the distance, daydreaming no doubt. She shrugged her shoulders as she walked off.

“Wow, he was good looking. I love his hair. It’s like that curly, tangled ‘just rolled out of bed’ look. His hair all but says ‘badass’ through and through. Mmm... hmm, what I wouldn’t do to his bad ass,” Myra expressed in a seductive purr. “Did you get his name?” 

“No, I didn’t.” I rolled my eyes at her. Her reaction didn’t surprise me. I knew her better than she knew herself.

“Oh, that's a shame. What I wouldn’t do to that ass,” she repeated. She sighed as she pouted out her bottom lip. 

“Hey, guys. How are you tonight?” I said as I approached Rob’s table.

“Hey, Ves, we are doing just great. Did you see the decorations?” Rob replied in an exhausted, but excited tone. 

I laughed. “Yeah, I saw them. Is there any way to miss them? They scared the shit out of me. I thought I was going to hit whatever is hanging over Main Street. The decorations are super low. Can you tone it down next year? At least hang the blood-sucking alien creature things a little higher. I was worried I would’ve hit it with my car.” 

Matt’s booming roar of laughter filled the air. “No way, Ves. We’re already laying out plans for next year and it’s going to be way over-the-top. You’re going to love it. I guarantee it.” He had way too much fun with his job.

Giggling, I cynically declared, “Um, yeah, y’all are a mess. I’m already planning my out-of-town vacation for this time next year. I really don’t think my insurance can handle your spectacle.”

They all laughed in agreement.

“Did you make a call about the burned-out light in the parking lot?” I asked Rob. 

“Yep, it’s working. You know that you're my top priority.”

“Thanks a million,” I replied. 

“You betcha.” He took a sip from the glass that I placed in front of him. “I’ll be over tomorrow to fix the faucet. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, I work. So, if I’m not home, just let yourself in. I’ll take care of your bill tonight in payment for my faucet.” 

“Nonsense, I will not take your money.” He winked. “Go back to work,” he half teased. 

“Thanks, Rob,” I yelled back, rushing off to service more tables. 

During the nightly meeting, everyone complained to Joe about the mysterious almost-customer, except Myra. I wasn’t sure she could be scared off by anyone, or anything. I had never seen such a reaction to anything that went on in there. The guy was there for maybe five minutes, but I guess he made a pretty strong impression on the entire staff. 

Amber complained, “He wasn’t right. He's almost evil in some way. I don’t know why I am saying this, but that’s how I feel. It’s weird, I know.”

Stephanie commented, “Yeah, I agree. He was crazy. His eyes were, like, black. As soon as he walked in the bar, I could feel a cloud of evil.” 

I yelled out, “Seriously?” I just stared at them all before adding, “What are you guys, like, the crusaders of God or something? Who are you to judge? Besides, any of you walking into a church would cause it to spontaneously combust. Get a life.” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at them. I had no idea why I felt the need to defend him. Albeit, he was frightening on every level, but the conversation was just ridiculous, at best. 

“Look, ladies,” Joe, the owner, chimed in. “Let’s calm down. What did he do? It isn’t like any of you to concern yourselves about a customer so much to say such things. What happened tonight?” 

Everyone agreed, “Nothing.” Yet, more complaints continued to spill out.

Shawna said, “He shouldn’t be allowed in here anymore.”

“He didn’t do anything but spook you a little. I can’t do anything about it unless he said something inappropriate or did something. Scary doesn't hold up these days. Besides, Halloween is in a few weeks. I’m sure that is the fuel for your imagination. Everyone gets a little crazy this time of year. Speaking of Halloween, check out next week’s schedule. Everyone has a shift to help decorate. It marks the beginning of our insanely busy season. As always, you will be well compensated for your extra time here. Ok, have a good night and get home safe.”

I was the first to make it to the newly posted schedule on the employee cork board. “I have to be here at 9am on Tuesday, which is my only day off this week.” I frowned. The bar was closed on Sundays, but we rotated shifts to help with the deliveries and restock for the week. That was my week to help. 

Myra pushed past me to take a look. “Me too, 9a.m. Tuesday. This will be fun. We will get breakfast first, okay?”

“Yeah, whatever.” I was less than enthusiastic. “Let’s go.”

Brad asked the security guards to walk us out to my car. Everything looked clear so we got in and began the drive home. Jason, a security guard, offered to follow us home, but I declined. Vulnerability is definitely a weakness with no defense.
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“You’re quiet tonight,” Myra commented.

My only response was a low grunt.

“A penny for your thoughts?” she asked in a low voice, rolling down the window. Myra loved the crisp night air.

“It was a weird night.” 

“How was it a weird night?”

“You were there, Myra,” I reminded her.

“Yes, I was there,” she retorted gently.

“What do you want me to say?” 

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?” 

“Ves, you know I can feel your moods. You’re sad. Why?” Myra kept her voice soft. 

“I’m just tired, I guess.”

“Just tired, huh?” She paused, glaring toward me. “Really? You’re going to give me that?” I felt her eyeing me. I continued staring at the road ahead, pretending not to notice her visual spikes pointed my direction. “Well, I won’t push.” 

I parked in her driveway and she hopped out. 

“Myra.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m okay. The night was a strange one, and I’m exhausted,” I paused as she looked me in the eyes, waiting. “I just don’t have anything to say.”

“Okay, I get it. See you.” She pushed against the car door allowing it to slam shut. She never realized her own strength.       

“Myra?” I said through the still open window.

She leaned back in and asked, “Yea?”

“How do you really feel about Psycho Guy?” Myra turned her head toward the night sky as she pondered. “Honestly...” Her eyes met mine. “I don’t know. He’s really cute, like off the charts, but I got mixed vibes from him. Why? What did you think?”
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