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NOTE: The volumes contained herein appear in chronological order of the entire hexalogy; not the order in which I wrote them. A prequel is essentially a sequel that happens chronologically before the originals, an ‘origin story,’ if you will.  But for the purposes of a cohesive chronological story contained herein, they appear in this order:
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However, if you would like to read them all in more of a “Star Wars” order (originals followed by prequels / origin stories), they are as follows:
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Dissonance Volume IV: Relentless (sequel)

Dissonance Volume Zero: Revelation (prequel #1)

Dissonance Volume Up: Rising (prequel #2)

 

NOTE FOR MY DEAR READERS: Thank you for journeying along with Andrew & Melissa Shipley, Cameron “Jet” Shipley, Wyatt “Rutty” Shipley, Adelynn “Sissy” Shipley, Pastor Rosie Campion, Ally Trudy, Joe Bassett, Maureen Bassett, Steph Bassett, Liam “Foxy” Mayfield, Pilot Asher Collins, President Jean Graham, Vance Cardona, Miguel Monzon, Admiral Evelyn Lynch, Captain Maurice Stone, General Everett Carson and so many others in the epic "Dissonance" saga!  This all-in-one version was made for you!

 

This is, hands down, the most powerful story I've ever been able to tell. I'm immeasurably proud of it, and grateful to have been privileged to author it. I hope you are whisked away by it and taken on a dizzying and incredible journey. Thank you for your support!









 

VOLUME ZERO: REVELATION

Prequel #1 - From the perspective of Andrew Shipley
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1   |   WORK

 

Friday, May 8th, 2026

 

It was just like any other day.

Ever since 9/11, we had been hailed as heroes.  No one ever really forgot, I guess, and it was nice to hear the random, scattered “thank you for your service” being tossed our way as we walked around in our firefighter gear.  We participated in parades.  We helped new moms secure their kids’ car seats.  We put out the fires, played together, laughed together, hung out together, and waited together for the next alarm.

Oh, there was work, of course.  We had a fire down the street from the department a few months ago that was a real burner.  Took down most of the building, and it was some poor lady’s antique shop full of irreplaceable trinkets that she’d never find again.  Poor lady.  Died of a broken heart a week later.  Guess she lost her reason for living.

Our reason for living was saving lives.

But, I had to admit, as a firefighter at East Golden Pond Fire Department, we had a lot of fun being life savers.  Between trying to save antique shops and getting cats out of trees, we maintained our equipment.  Performed routine public safety inspections for the likes of businesses as well as apartment complexes.  Provided training in CPR.  All with the paperwork associated with that kind of stuff, there was always tons to do.

But as much as I loved being a firefighter, what I really truly loved was coming home to my family.  Those twenty-four hour on shifts could be murder; it was the forty-eight hour off shifts that I lived for.  That allowed me to spend plenty of time with Melissa and the kiddos.

Ah, Melissa.  What can I say about my beautiful wife?  We had grown up together, and my family was friends with her family.  It was meant to be, I guess.  We married on March 10th 2012, amidst all the jokes that the world was going to end that year, what with the Mayan calendar predictions.  Proved them wrong for sure, I thought, as I drove home.  She was a special lady, and always had been.  She was still smoking, even though she promised to give it up.  All things in due time.  I could love her through that.  She worked part-time at Canine Club Dog Training and Animal Care when I was home, but not the whole time I was home of course, or we’d never last.  We’d be two ships passing in the night.

No: she just loved animals, and that gave her a chance to spend some time with a few of them.  We had talked off and on about getting a dog, but couldn’t ever settle on which one we wanted.  The kids – and Melissa – desperately wanted a Jack Russell Terrier just so they could call him “Jack.”  How incredibly original.  Canine Club would sometimes have them up for adoption, but no Jack Russells, she said, were to be found within a hundred miles.  That’s because I knew who had already snatched the last one up. Me. She just didn’t know the surprise was coming yet.

Melissa and I had a big church RV picnic coming up with Mount Pleasant Baptist Church tomorrow, and we were in charge of planning it with Mick and his wife.  Why we agreed to do that when we were flying out the very next day to Seattle was beyond me, but whatever.

Mick Thomas was my best friend, and he was the best guy you could tease for having two first names.  If your name is Mick and Thomas, you’re going to get teased.  So I’d call him ‘Micky,’ ‘Tommy,’ ‘Tom-O,’ and my personal favorite, ‘Mickarino.’  There were others.  Every day was a new name.  He dealt with it pretty well.  He and his wife Samantha lived two doors down off of Old Dover Road in Blue Spring Kentucky, where the only real concerns we had were whether our kids were safe biking down the road to see their kids.  It wasn’t the ‘ruralest’ of roads.  And the kids loved to bike down to New Skinner cemetery where I have repeatedly warned them not to go.  

But Cameron has a thick skull, Rutty does what Cameron does, and only Sissy really listens to me.

Where do I start with my kids?  Let’s see.  I’ll start with the boys first, and save the best for last. We waited a long time to have kids.  Not that we really wanted it that way, but it was definitely how it worked out.  Melissa wanted them more than I did, but we both had some issues with fertility and had to go to a clinic to address them.  We tried and tried and tried.  And then, just when I was ready to give up, Melissa called me in to the bathroom in our previous home and said, “come here.”

I didn’t think anything; just trudged up the stairs and saw her standing in front of the mirror holding something.  She turned and showed it to me.  It had one strong line and one faint. 

“That’s pregnant.  That’s pregnant, honey!” I shouted.  She started to protest, stating that she had seen others in pregnancy apps and communities also showing their own results and finding out that they were not in fact pregnant.  But I refuted it and insisted.  That was January 2019, and our lives were about to change forever.  I swept her up in my arms and twirled her around as we both screamed in glee.  Seven years after getting married, we were finally pregnant.  About time, too.  I was thirty-three and she was thirty. About damn time.  Then, we sneezed, and all of the sudden, we seemed to have two more of them.  We planned for Sissy, but not exactly for Rutty.  No matter how you sliced it though, we were darn happy.

Cameron Alex, our oldest, was born October 16th 2019.  He was perfect in every way with all of his little digits.  Just a wrinkly little alien with an oblong head who cried and cried.  But when he softened, man he was a happy baby and could just make us giggle.

Cameron is six, and he’s in First Grade at Trigg County Primary School.  When he’s done there, he’ll move right over to Trigg County Intermediate School which is…in the same building, really.  And then, when he finishes middle school, he’ll move right over about a hundred feet to Trigg County High School.  All of them are practically in the same building, right off Main Street and, appropriately enough, School Street.  It’s nice having them all together, and it’s only a ten minute drive from us, curving up Old Dover Road. Cameron is strong-willed, obstinate, and knows what he wants.  He does not like being in trouble, but he seems to get in it plenty.  I swear that kid would do excellently in the military or something.

Wyatt Rutledge is almost three – he’ll be three next month.  He wants to do everything that Cameron does, except he does it with a binky.  We’ve been trying to ween him off of that for almost a year now, but he still likes them.  The dentist said that they will warp his teeth, so we had definitely been trying for a while.  We called Wyatt “Rutty” for short, because he always seemed to get himself into some kind of rut.  Once he got his head stuck in a Lego container.  Another time he put his hand on the burner and got a bad burn.  Still another time he got tangled up in the shower curtain and couldn’t find his way out.  But he was laughing through all of it.  And yet one more time he locked himself in our car in the garage with the keys inside.  Took us forever to find the spare key fob.  Little stinker.  He’s ‘Wyatt Rutledge Shipley’ when he’s in trouble, which is often.  But he’s too cute to be mad at for long. Cameron is strong-willed yet organized; Rutty is obedient yet foolhardy.  He’s still in preschool.  Melissa says that, out of Cameron and Wyatt, Wyatt reminds her most of me.  Cameron thinks so too.  He’s an adorable little guy, and fun to wrestle with.

Sissy is my little ‘teaspoon.’  That’s what I call her.  Her real name is Adelynn Hope, and that’s what we call her when she is in trouble, so we never call her that.  And since the boys are boys and they gang up on her, we’re constantly addressing her as “Sissy” to them.  For example, “It’s not nice to tease Sissy.”  Or, “Cameron Alex Shipley!  Don’t put gum in Sissy’s hair!”  Or, “Rutty, Sissy likes applesauce, can you share some with her?”  At which point Rutty nods his head and flings applesauce in her hair.  Sigh.  “Have a kid” they said.  “It’ll be fun,” they said.  But I love ‘em.  Sissy is rock solid and is a fighter.  She’s interested in all things not of this planet, and says she might be an astronaut someday.  She mostly stays indoors and I have to beat her with a stick to shoo her outside and go join the boys who are always running around landing in mud.

Our big church RV picnic is coming up here this Saturday, and then we fly out to Seattle on Sunday the 10th to go visit my parents for a few days.  And then, for Memorial Day weekend, the older kids are heading down to Camp Sycamore Creek with Mick’s kids, so it’ll just be Rutty and Melissa and me for three days together.  That ought to be fun.

But Seattle?  We’re all really looking forward to that.  Dad isn’t getting any younger, and Mom is having a hard time keeping his memory alert and savvy.  A trip up there with the load of us will keep us on our toes as well as bring some much needed energy and emotion his way to hopefully give him a bit longer.  The doctors say his dementia is getting worse, and gave him another year.  Hopefully, pops will hold out a bit longer. We’ll see.  Melissa hates flying, so that part would be hard, but we were looking forward to the rest for sure.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

I pulled in the driveway.  I love this Toyota Sienna.  Never thought I’d be a minivan owner.  We got it in 2024 because I always liked the new models, and I loved that it was the 2025 model and that it was a hybrid.  This thing has always run super quiet, which conveniently allowed me to sneak in and surprise Melissa and the kids, bursting in the door and seeing their eyes go wide.  I compromised and got forest green, since that’s Melissa’s favorite color.  Blue would have been nicer, but whatever…at least she let me get tinted windows, as much as I could get by law.

I grabbed my things and walked up to the front door, opening it wide. 6:31pm.  Dinner wafted out to me through the screen door so I knew what was on the menu even before I got in.  Mac n’ cheese.  I loved Melissa’s mac n’ cheese, and thankfully, it was one of the three things in total that my picky kids would eat.  Cameron says he’s not picky, but he is almost as picky as Rutty.  Rutty would eat mac n’ cheese for breakfast, lunch and dinner if you let him.  Sissy eats everything.  That’s why she’s the best.  We joke with Cameron and Rutty that we’re going to trade the kids back in for the new model of child that actually eats something.  We called it “Kid Model 3000.”  They always cried out, “No!”

The way I saw it, parenting is like going from work to work.  One is thankful and they give you a check.  The other is thankless and you are a bank.  So about the only thing they have in common is that money changes hand.  But there’s nothing that work could offer me that would ever compare to being with my kids, frankly.  I’m big and strong to them, and so they’re all determined to take me down, especially Sissy. She knows her dad is a softie and can’t dispense his full strength against her; he loves her too much.  I was looking forward to the trip to Seattle, and the upcoming church picnic, and taking some time off of work to be with family: both sides of it.  Nana and Pop-pop couldn’t wait to see our kids, and they loved Melissa as their own.

But for now, it was our time, and it was our family.

“Daddy’s home!” I said as I threw open the door, and instantly three young voices screamed “Daddy!” and ran for me.  Sissy reached me first, and affixed herself to my leg.  “Hi Teaspoon!” I squealed, bending over to kiss her head and gently tug on her ponytail.

“Hi Daddy!  How was your day?  Did you fight any fires today?”

“Uh, no, not today kiddo – pretty easy day for daddy.”

Next up, my little penguin.  Rutty tended to make a silly, stuttery penguin noise these days, and the sound reverberated off of his binky.  “Hey nugget!  How’s my little penguin?  Come here you,” I said, lifting him up.  “Hey!  I am so hungry right now…I would love to nibble on a binky, anyone know where I can find one?” He stopped his penguin noises, and the sudden change in altitude made him squeal.  He looked at me wide-eyed, smiling behind his pacifier.

“Where is it?  I know I saw one around here somewhere,” I said, looking all around him and then locking eyes on the delicate piece of rubber and plastic in his mouth as he smiled fully, his eyes widening even more in alarm, knowing the inevitable was about to happen.  “There’s one!  Nom nom nom,” I said, as I tried to eat it out of his mouth, and then started eating his arm, hand, neck, and chest, prompting giggles.  “Somebody needs a change, I can smell it.  Pee-ew!  Go get me a diaper, punkin’ seed.”  I put Rutty down and play-swatted him on the diaper before he scampered off.

The two society finches we owned, affectionately named Beep and Boop, were chirping joyfully in their cage and flitting about.

“Hey dad,” came another voice.

“Hey, Cameron, how’s my little man?”

Cameron didn’t answer; he just came over and gave me a big high-five with a grin.  I tugged on his baseball hat and fist-bumped him next.  “How was your day, bub?”

“Good!  I won the Glow Run.”

“You did? Great job, buddy!  How many laps?”

“Six,” Cameron said proudly, holding up five fingers.

I stopped short, looking at his hand and then back to him.

“I mean, six,” he said, lifting up another finger.

“That’s more like it,” I laughed.  “Nice work, kiddo!  Did you beat Conner?”

He nodded.  Conner, Mick’s son, was in the same grade and had the same teacher.  They also had a sister Sissy’s age, Hadley, so that worked out nicely.  Rutty was the only one without a match, but he was okay with it.  He would always be surrounded by coloring books and his favorite friend was his mama, because she was the one who read books to him.

I heard a slight cough from the kitchen, but I couldn’t see Melissa yet.  I knew that cough though, and I could smell it before I rounded the corner.

“Pre-dinner mint?” I asked, leaning my head around the corner.

“Stop,” she smiled.  “I’m down to less than ten per day, that oughta count for something, right?” she said, as she looked at me with eyebrows up for approval.

I smiled back to her.  She was trying.  I had to give her that.  “Yes, hon, it does,” I said, setting my polo shirt on the counter.  I was still in my uniform pants and T-shirt.  All of them needed to be washed, and her nose crinkled at the smell.

“Bet you’re glad mac n’ cheese smells stronger than sweat or cigarettes right now, huh?” I said, wrapping my eyes around her from behind and kissing her neck.

“Yeah, definitely, and – hey!  Stop that.  Andrew!” she giggled, crinkling her neck as I tickled it with my lips.  She laughed again and slapped me lightly with her spatula.  “The kids are gonna see.  Stop!  I’m gonna fling a bunch of cheesy shells at you if you don’t stop.  Then we’ll see who smells worse.”

I laughed into her neck and cradled her.  “I love you, every day, more and more, over and over.  You’re doing good.  I’m proud of you, sweetheart.”

She wrapped her arms back around me and turned into a hug.  I kissed her.  “Welcome home, stinky.”

“Good to be home, stinky.”  I kissed her again.

“Ew!  Were you guys kissing again?  Gross.”

We both turned to Cameron.  He rolled his eyes.  “What, you mean like this?  Kissing like this?” I asked, and then buried my face in Melissa’s.  Cameron noisily rolled his eyes and made a disgusted sound, tramping off as Rutty walked in again, somehow now naked.

“Hey!” laughed Melissa.  “What happened to your clothes, penguin?”

“I didn’t want them!” Rutty said, just standing there and smiling up at us behind his binky.  Somewhere, a dirty diaper had been discarded, and the hunt was on to find it before dinnertime.

“Your turn,” she said to me.  I nodded and ran off, sniffing.  I could hear her laugh over my shoulder.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

“Okay, okay, how ‘bout this one?” I asked.  The kids were all picking at their mac n’ cheese, and I swore to myself this would be the last dad joke I told them today.  Rutty was in his high chair in a new diaper, and he had been cleaned up, but luckily this was bath night, because he had more cheesy shells stuck to his chest than he had in his stomach.

“Two trees got arrested in the town I live in,” I said.  “I heard they’ve been doing some shady business.”

Cameron and Sissy looked at each other while we waited.

“Oh!  Because the trees give shade!” Sissy shouted.  Cameron rolled his eyes and slapped a hand over his brow.

There it is.  Good job, Sissy.

“One more daddy, that one sucked,” Cameron insisted.

“Hey, watch your mouth, buster,” Melissa said.  “We don’t really say that yet.  Give it a few more years.”  Cameron tilted his head to one side and then raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, okay, just one more and then it’s bath time.  Okay.”  I cleared my throat, thinking.  “Ah!  Okay.  How ‘bout this one.  How many ears does Captain Kirk have?”

“Who’s Captain Kirk?” Rutty asked, crinkling his nose and tilting his head dramatically.  Now his one eyebrow was up, just like Spock.  Melissa erupted into laughter.

Even Cameron giggled. “Yeah, who’s Captain Kirk?”

“Never mind,” I said.  “Three ears!  The left ear, the right ear, and the final frontier!”

Dramatic and punishing silence.  They had no idea what I was talking about, and I’m sure were questioning my very existence right now.  However, Rutty, always the gentleman, scratched his head and said through a smile, “Daddy, you’re silly.”

“No, you’re silly,” I protested.  “You guys don’t get it?  Forget it.  You’re too young.  I’ll explain some other day.”

“No, you!” Rutty snickered, and then the others chimed in, pointing at each other and insisting that they were silly, all accelerating in speed.  Finally, Cameron figured he got more than everyone else, and threw his fists up in victory.  “I win!”

“You win.  Okay, kids, off to the bath. Sissy gets the shower.”

“Yay!” she shouted, and ran off to our bedroom to use our shower.

“Boys, I bet you can’t beat me to the bathroom.  You can’t.  I’m gonna win.  Watch,” I threatened.  Cameron zipped past me, ripping his clothes off on the way and then diving into the guest bathroom down the hall.  Melissa lifted Rutty out of his high chair and then I tried to pick up speed as he scampered toward me.  Then, it was the perfect time to feign a leg cramp.

“Ow!  Leg cramp!  Oh no!  Now I’ll never make it!  What ever will I do??” I cried, dramatically falling to the ground and writhing in pain theatrically.  Rutty climbed over me, uncaring and giggling, making his way over Mount Daddy to the bathroom to be with brother.  Didn’t even bother to look back.

I tossed a playful glance toward Melissa as she began to clean up.  She blew me a kiss.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Bathtime over, the kids were in their jammies.

“Okay, who picks the book tonight?  Mama, who picks the book, did Cameron pick it last night?”

“Uh, no, I think Rutty did!” I heard her call out from the kitchen.

Rutty scowled.  He was already holding one of his favorites out to me, and wanted me to do that one.

“Llama Llama Red Pajama again?” I whined incredulously.  He smiled and nodded.  “Didn’t we do that last night and the previous night and the previous night and the previous night and the previous night and the…”

Cameron stopped me. “Dad!  It’s okay.  He can have that one.  I can wait.”

I tousled Cameron’s hair.  “Aw, that’s nice of you, bub.  Really nice to let Rutty choose again.  Hear that, Penguin?  Brother says you can have it again.  Okay, climb up.”

Both boys climbed up onto me, one on each arm, which makes it generally impossible to flip the pages, so they helped.  We poured through the Anna Dewdney book for the three thousand eighty seventh time, complete with dramatic voices and captivating storytelling.  Rutty was still on a bottle here and there, and any time I tried to don any kind of accent, British or otherwise, while reading, he would jerk the bottle out of his mouth with a grunt and yell “Normal!”  Apparently I was forbidden from reading stories to him in other accents.

We flipped the last page, and both boys, washed and smelling fresh and clean, ran off to brush their teeth.  Or, well, Cameron ran off to brush his teeth, and Rutty ran off to suck the toothpaste off of the toothbrush and report back that his teeth were clean.  He didn’t have many anyway; they were all tiny, adorable stubs.

We said our prayers together, which Cameron always seemed to want to rush through.  Rutty always got right into the spirit of it, folding his hands and bowing his head as he had been taught in Sunday school.  Cameron had the same teacher, so I don’t know why he didn’t get into it.  All things in due time. After all, this was hard-headed Cameron we were talking about.

Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep.  If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.  And if I fart and stink the room, I pray that Mommy won’t come soon, we sneakily added, as was our daddy-sons routine, with ensuing snickers.

I tickled them and tucked them in, Rutty in his little toddler bed on the floor, Cameron, above, in his big boy bed.  He whisked up the ladder into his bed, and snuggled up tight.  I kissed both of them on the foreheads.  “I love you so much, kiddo,” I repeated to each.

“I love you daddy, mmmwah,” said Rutty, and projected his lips out as if they were a volcano.  I bent down to kiss him once again.

“Love you, dad,” said Cameron, and then he got up to give me one more hug.

One was never enough hugs for Cameron.  He was a hugger, and he always wanted more hugs.  We embraced, I play-slapped him frantically as he play-slapped me back, and then I pushed him over into his bed.  He fell with a clunk, accepted it and pretended to be dazed, and then snuggled up again.

“Night, my sons,” I said.  I had just turned off the light to their room to head out, when I heard Cameron stir.

“Oh!” he said, sitting up.  “Final front-ear!  I get it now.”

“Nice job, bub.  Good night, kiddo,” I said, blowing him a kiss.

I walked out of there with a smile, turned out the lights, and pulled a blanket up over Beep and Boop’s cage.

Just like any other day.
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We were really stuffing it.

Everything was going into the suitcases.  It was time to pack while the kids slept.

I had gone down the hall to give Sissy a kiss good night too, but she was already comatose.  Mama always did a great job with putting her down.  Sometimes we’d switch, but Sissy always preferred Mama.

“You got Rutty’s books and extra binkies?  I’ve got bottles, formula, and stuff for the pool when we’re up there.  Cameron’s all packed, and I think Sissy’s stuff is all here on the bed, I just have to put it in the suitcase,” she breathed hurriedly.  She was a whirlwind anytime we went anywhere.

“I think so, uh…did you pack the phone chargers and all of that already?”

“Yeah, they’re in this one.”  She tapped the suitcase closest to her.  Good.  I won’t go anywhere without iPhone and iPad chargers.  I panic when I get under ninety-nine percent on my battery meter, but I’m working on it.  “Did you try to potty-train Rutty again tonight?”

“Yep.  No such luck.  I changed him,” I said.  “Hey – I have to ask again: are you sure mom isn’t going to spring some late birthday surprise on me?  You promise?”

She looked at me and tilted her head while furrowing her brows.  “Seriously?  You have trust issues, my love.  Your mom and I are not in league about your birthday,” she laughed.  “They sent their card, they sent their gift, that’s it!  Now, Jack and Heather?  That’s a different story.  She did tell them that we’re coming to town, so if they do something, that’s beyond me.”  She held up her hands in the air to signify blamelessness.  “Besides, I just had my birthday right after yours, so the trip is closer to my birthday.”

That was true.  I turned forty on April 3rd, but she turned thirty-seven only seven days ago, on May 1st.  We always loved how our birthdays were only a month apart.  I was three years older than her. 

“I still don’t feel right spending half of Mother’s Day flying,” I told her.  “Wish we’d booked a different weekend.”

“Oh, it’s okay.  We’ll celebrate it with your mom when we’re there.  Hon, every day is Mother’s Day,” she finished with a smile.

I snickered, but shook my head, thinking back to what she said.  “Jack and Heather.  I went to school with that guy, hon.  Of course he’s going to do something.  I’m glad he’s been around to help mom and dad though.  It’ll be good to see them.”

“Oh yeah!  You’ll probably see them through the streamers, balloons and reporters.”

Now it was my time to sigh and tilt my head at her.

“Oh, unclench,” she laughed. “No one’s doing anything for you up there, ya silly.  Mick and Sam gave you more than enough here.”

“Yeah, and their ‘more than enough’ is always way more than too much.  But,” I said, crossing over to her side and rifling through the suitcase to make absolutely sure the extra chargers were in there, “having all the guys from the fire house there was nice.  Forty only comes once, I guess.”

“Yes it does,” she sighed heavily, running into the bathroom for toiletries.  “Good thing we’re packing tonight, hon, tomorrow’s gonna be big.  We got thirty-six families coming, did you see that?”

“Thirty-six??  Yeeshk,” I huffed.  “Did the church reimburse you for all the food and snacks you bought?”

“Yep,” she sighed again, and I could tell she was short of breath.  Damn cigarettes.  “We’re fine.  It’s all in the garage.  We can load that up after this.”

I looked at my watch.  9:15pm.  “Oh, I think there’s something else we need to get done before we move on to that, sweetheart,” I said, strong-arming her and pulling her to me.

“Stop it, you booger,” she giggled.

“Booger?  Ooh, I like the sound of that.  Slimy, hairy boogers.  You would know, wouldn’t ya,” I said, laying her down on the bed between the suitcases as she didn’t resist.

“Yeah, well, you know me, mama of a snotty binky-touting preschooler and all.”

“Yeah, I do know you.  I know you in the Biblical sense, don’t I?”  I undid my belt.

“Honey, we have to pack,” she laughed.

“I know, I know!” I said, kissing her neck.  Again, no protesting.  Her words belied her.  “What I had in mind shouldn’t take more than three or four minutes, tops.”

“Three or four minutes,” she echoed dramatically, mocking impressed satisfaction.  “Now that’s romance,” she laughed, kissing me back.

“You know it, babe.  Get ready for some romance.  This guy’s bringin’ the flame.”

“Oh, I love it when you talk fireman to me.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

We were punctual, and in three or four minutes we were both rolling off of each other on the bed.  One of the suitcases had toppled to the floor and unpacked itself.  We didn’t care.  There was joy and laughing, mirth and love.  That was a staple of the Andrew and Melissa Shipley home.  And as long as the kids didn’t actually walk in, we’d count it one of our rare victories.  After all, parenting is work.

We finished packing and then moved on to the garage, loading up the back of the Sienna with all of the kids’ juices, picnic supplies, cups, utensils, blankets, Rutty’s toys and diapers, the kids’ iPads, Frisbees, a football, and whatever other hundred thousand things you need to bring for three kids with incessant needs.  I swear the Sienna’s trunk buckled at least three inches under the weight.  But we’d done this so many times, it was second nature.

We were right near Lake Barkley and the Cumberland River, and there were plenty of landings there to launch out from and have fun.  Our family didn’t own an RV like Mick’s did, but that was our next big purchase.  For now, we had our nice Baja Marine 36 Outlaw: a fantastic boat to take the kids fishing out on the lake. Cameron really liked to fish with me.  Sissy not so much.  Rutty liked to stick his hands in the worm bait and try to eat it, crinkling his face.  I loved how every single life preserver he wore made him look to be about the size of an ant.

We wouldn’t take it out just yet; the lake would still be a bit cold.  Energy Lake Campground was a great place to go to even if the water was cold, because it was, at the very least, still and calm.  We’d save the boat for once we got back from Seattle, in Lake Barkley once June rolled around.  Lots of fish in there.  Tomorrow, however, was for dry land stuff.

Melissa exhaled, sending a long plume of bluish gray smoke outward into the black night air.  It was a bit chilly, but not uncomfortably so, and utterly quiet around us.  It’s why we moved here: the stillness, the quiet serenity: we needed that after Seattle.  We had both grown up there, but I had followed Mick out here, and Melissa said she’d follow me anywhere.  I never thought I’d be the kind of guy to have a riding lawnmower, but, well, here we were.  You got a lot more land for a lot less price out here, and you also got the night serenity and the calm.  That’s a lot more than we got in Seattle, though Nana and Pop-pop were sorely disappointed to see us leave four years ago.  Cameron was almost three, Sissy two, and Rutty was just a little speck.

“Aren’t you glad we moved out here?” I asked quietly.  I knew I was.

Melissa took a long drag on her smoke and sent another plume skyward.  I could smell it faintly as the night air carried it away.  “Oh yeah.  I don’t miss Seattle one bit.”

“Me neither,” I said, and I held her tight.  “Well, I’m gonna hit the hay.  Big day tomorrow.  Love ya hon.”

I kissed the top of her head, and she looked up, eyes twinkling at me.  “Love you too,” she whispered.  “I’ll be right in.”

I started to head through the French doors at the back, when she called out, “Hey.”

Pushing my head back out through the open door, and hanging onto the other door, I looked at her.

“I’d follow you and Mick anywhere.”  She smiled.

“I know.  It’s ‘cuz I’m a sexy booger, isn’t it.  Say it.”

“You’re a sexy booger.”

I smiled.  “I knew it.”

I walked in and closed the door behind me, watching her as she rocked silently and slowly out there.  I was running a few checklists through my mind as far as what else needed to be done for tomorrow, but I felt we were in good shape.

Looming up on my left was the boys’ room.  They always wanted the door slightly ajar.  Well, Cameron did.  Rutty didn’t mind the dark, but Cameron would get scared.  I opened their door slightly and snickered.  Cameron was hanging half out of his bed with a stinky boy foot suspended precariously below, and it looked like he was hugging his side rail.  Rutty was sound asleep with his diaper butt up in the air, his face pressed into the pillow.  He was a tummy sleeper, and Cameron was a back sleeper.

I placed good money on the poker table of my mind that Sissy was sleeping on her side.  Opening her door slightly and soundlessly, I won the bet.  There she was, snoring quietly on her side in her light cerulean puffy twin cot, adorned with everything Bluey.

I smiled and closed the door, heading to our room.  Moving the suitcases to the floor on my side of the room, I laid down and was immediately out. Melissa would be along in time.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Saturday, May 9th, 2026

 

The next day I awoke to feet in my face.  I traced them to a pair of tiny little legs that connected to a Super Mario diaper butt.

“Good morning, family,” I said groggily.

“Good morning, hon!” Melissa chirped.

“Good morning, Dada,” Rutty echoed.  “I hope you had a good sleep, Daddy, did you?”

I scratched my hair energetically.  “I did, Nugget, thank you.  Did you?”  I looked at the clock.  8:02am.  I was surprised Rutty let us sleep so long.

“Yeah!” he answered enthusiastically.

Melissa turned to me and heartily exclaimed that she saved me from being kicked in the face fourteen times by Rutty.

“What??” I exclaimed in mock indignation.  “The limit is thirteen!!” I screamed at him, and then buried my fingertips in the sensitive parts of his side, legs, and, my favorite spot, his neck.  Rutty squealed and his binky fell out of his mouth, along with a healthy serving of drool.  “Dada, stop it!” he squealed amidst laughter.

I stopped.  I knew not to push him too hard, or he’d get angry, and then he’d give me that adorable pint-sized glare that I would have to respect and not laugh at.  And he meant every single confounded grunt.

“Honey, gentle,” Melissa chided me, and she coughed.

I could smell burnt oxygen and tar: the result of her late night smoke.

I patted Rutty on his puffy diaper bum and mock-glared at him like I was rearing for a fight.  He squinted back at me, rising to the occasion, which made me laugh.  “Come here, you stinker.” 

He relented, popped his binky back in, and crawled over to me, lying on my chest.  His wavy hair smelled delightfully clean.  “I love you, honey.  Who’s my favorite almost-three-year-old?”

“Meeeeeee!” he chirped joyfully, sitting upright in a flurry and pointing at his own chest.

“That’s right!” I said, and I kissed him on the lips.  Then I kissed Melissa on the lips.  “Gonna go make some breakfast.  I’ll get the kids up.”

I slipped into my Crocs, hit the bathroom to pee, and then sauntered down the hall in my boxers to wake up Sissy and Cameron.  Sissy met me at her door as she was putting her hair into a ponytail.  “Morning, daddy,” she said sleepily.

“Hi Teaspoon, good morning!”  I bent down and wrapped my arms around her.  “Hug wrestle, hug wrestle!” I lightly shouted, and she hugged me while wrestling back with me.  I gave her a quick kiss.  “How about some breakfast, yeah?”

“K.”  She ran in to pig pile on the bed with Melissa and Rutty.  “Wyatt, move over,” I heard her insist over my shoulder.

I backtracked to the boys’ room, and went in.  My almost-seven-year-old was still asleep on his bunk.  Every day we inched closer to him being seven, and I could never believe it.  He was getting big, and almost too heavy to lift anymore without straining my back.

“Bub, time to get up,” I said, rubbing my hand on his bare chest.  “Cameron, come on, kiddo.  We gotta get some breakfast in us and leave in two hours for Energy Lake, k?”

Cameron groggily came to and then grumpily turned over.  I laughed through my nose.  “Come on, kiddo.  Time to get up.  Your mom needs your help getting ready.  I do too.”

“I will,” he groaned.  “Just a few more minutes.”

I playfully flicked him in his back.  “Ow!” he protested.  “Dad!”

“Five more minutes, Bub.”

“Okay,” he whined.  He was always such a treat in the morning.  Always had been a grumpy wake up.

Downstairs, the sunlight was already filtering in, and the landscape was calm and full of blue skies.  We needed to leave by 10am, and it would take us about twenty-two minutes to get there over the Lake Barkley Bridge.  But I had a feeling it might take longer than that, what with Mother’s Day tomorrow.  We’d figure it out.

I pulled out the pots and pans, cracked some eggs, and, before long, we had Aidell’s chicken-apple sausage sizzling along with turkey bacon in one skillet, and scrambled eggs in another.  The kids had an individual waffle maker Melissa had bought off Amazon that made little shapes of hearts, bees, flowers, sunshine, and bunnies.  Cute.  Today felt like a bunny sort of day, so I whipped up the batter and started off making a bunch of those too.  “Alexa, set a timer for three minutes,” I’d say between each one, and she dutifully helped me ensure that none of them were scorched.

I looked out the window.  Such peace out there.  It was hard to believe that we had been two years into the presidency already.  Only two more years to go, and hopefully they’d go quickly.  In our opinion he didn’t do anything to assuage the grief and anguish following either the Israel-Gaza war or the Russia-Ukraine war, to say nothing of the economy.  Just more of the same.  Maybe one day the political realm would experience a shakeup for the better.  Who knows.

But out there we also had to deal with rising AI, climate change, immigration, and everything else that threatened us.  Thankfully, the threats were still few, and we all were aware of them enough, or so I thought, to keep mindful of them and keep working on them.

My thoughts were cut short with Alexa’s signal to swap out the waffles.  I stirred the eggs, extracted the waffles and poured a fresh round of batter before resetting the timer.  There would soon be a mound of waffles to be wolfed down by everyone except Rutty.  He would most likely eat mac n’ cheese for breakfast, yet again.  Stinker.

My phone rang.  I went over to the charging stand in our kitchen.  It was Mick.

“Yo!” I said, picking up the phone.  “How you doin,’ buddy?”

“Good, you guys ready for today?”

“As we’ll ever be.  Just gettin’ breakfast ready.”

“Cool.  We’re doin’ the same.  Sam’s firing up some egg sandwiches.”

“Nice.”

“Hey, when do you guys get back in from Seattle again?”

“Uh…hang on,” I said, flipping over to my calendar app.  “Wednesday night the 13th at 5:15pm.  Hour and a half back by Uber’ll put us in around 7pm after we get the crap ton of bags we gotta pick up,” I rolled my eyes.

“Ha!  Don’t I know it.  I don’t know how Sam packs everything so tight.”

“Yeah, well, you guys got only two to worry about.  I don’t know what it is about three but it’s a whole new ballgame,” I laughed.

“I bet.  Hey,” he started again, “you still wanna plan for Lake Barkley in June, just our two families?”

“Heck yeah, man.”

“Sweet.  You bring the boat, we’ll bring the RV.  We can all camp out there after a day of boating and fishing, campfire, beers for the grownups, smores for the kids, yeah?”

“Sounds good to me, man,” I heartily echoed.  “Hold on a second.”  Alexa was calling to me again.  I flipped another waffle out and more batter in.  Cameron sleepily walked around the corner, his hair a wavy mess.

“Morning, daddy,” he said.  I loved that he still called me daddy.  I didn’t know how much longer that would last, so I cherished each time.  I smiled at him and tousled his hair, and then reached down and hugged him tight.  He struggled to get out of my grip, as he always did.

“Morning, bubby,” I whispered.  “Do the birds please, okay?”

He walked into the front room to pull the blanket from their cage and check their food, water and bath.

“Anyway, yeah, man.  Sounds good.  What days are you thinking?”

“Well, I was thinking we head out there on Friday the 5th, and we’ll stay over the nights of the 5th and 6th and come back on Sunday the 7th.  Sound good?”

“Sounds good to me.  I’ll run it past Melissa but we don’t have anything exciting happening that weekend yet.”

“Cool.  We can talk more later.  See ya at Energy Lake in a bit.”

“Yup.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Before too long, we were all out in the backyard at the picnic table with the umbrella over our head, eating everything up.  True to form, Rutty had mac n’ cheese.  I was consoled by the fact that he had at least one bite of waffle, but only because it had a bunny on it, I think.

“Okay, you guys ready?”

“For what?” Sissy asked.  She always liked surprises.  They always seemed to make Cameron nervous, and I could never figure out why.

I made my eyes go really wide, and then breathed out in true Don LaFontaine movie trailer style, “Saturday Dad Joke Time!!”

Cameron groaned, but he was smiling.  I could see right through it.  Sissy squealed and clapped. Rutty looked at her and began to smile and clap as well.  “Yay yay yay!” he squealed.  “Do the dad joke, Dada.”

“Okay, here goes.”  I searched my memory.  “Ah!  Okay. I had a hen who could count her own eggs.  She was a mathmachicken.”

Cameron groaned and fell back in his chair, slapping his hand over his forehead.

“Ha! That’s great, Daddy,” Sissy affirmed.  “I get it.”

“Yeah?”

Rutty giggled heartily, though he had no idea.  Melissa shook her head and rolled her eyes through her smile.

“Ya gotta admit, these are some pretty good ones, lately,” I said, putting my arms out helplessly.

“They’re pretty good.”

“Alright, let’s clean up.  It’s almost ten, and we’ve been sitting out here too long.  We gotta grab the last minute stuff, I gotta shower, and you guys gotta change,” I said to the kids.

“We already changed,” Cameron and Sissy said nearly simultaneously, looking at their own clothes in confusion.

“No, I mean, change.  I need you to change into totally different kids.  I’m done with these versions of you guys.  Ha!  There’s another one.  I’m on fire today, somebody spray me!”

And just like that, Rutty spat his water out on me, right in my lap, laughing deliriously.  I was so shocked, and it was so cold on my legs. I sat there, frozen in surprise.  “You are gonna get it.  Later.  I know where you live, pal,” I said to him.  Rutty just stared at me, innocently, laughing.

I looked at Melissa and shook my head as I headed into the house to shower.  I made sure to tousle Rutty’s hair on my way in, and kiss the top of his head.

Before too long, 10am rolled around.  I had showered and changed, we had hopefully grabbed everything we needed and that our hopelessly spoiled kids could possibly wish for, and we packed it all into the minivan.

I pulled it out of the garage and into the driveway so we could load up the kids in their car seats.  One glance down the road before the curve, I could see Mick’s RV in his driveway.  They had a special stop to make before they followed us up to Energy Lake.

Apple CarPlay engaged, country music playing, Bluetooth fully functional, and Plex firing off some Saturday morning Bluey on the pull-down HDMI screen for the kids in the back.  We were finally on our way to the campground.

I leaned over to kiss Melissa.  She was gathering her hair behind her in a ponytail as well.  “Guess what?” she asked.

“What?”

“I left my smokes at home.  Gonna try for one day.”

I beamed at her, proudly. “One day at a time, hon.  Good for you.  I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, sweetheart.  Just…give me some gum first. Without gum, I’m toast.”

I laughed.  “There’s some Extra in the glove box.”

Boy did she snatch that out quickly and pop several pieces into her mouth, chewing furiously.

I could tell she was trying hard, and she was really stuffing them.
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It was a beautiful drive.

I had my hand out the window with the wind slicing through it.  Nothing but blue skies above.  In just shy of twenty-six minutes, we were pulling into Energy Lake.

A bunch of our church friends were already there, setting up at the picnic tables.  We pulled into a parking spot behind a bunch of RVs that were already there.  These folks had come on Friday for the whole weekend, so they deserved to be closer to the lake.  Our family planned to duck out of there at 5pm, get home, get kids to bed, finish off our last bit of packing, and be ready for the Uber pick up the next morning for the early flight out to Seattle.

For now though, it was all about the Mount Pleasant Baptist Church RV BBQ get-together.  Even with some beer.  That’s just the kind of church I liked.

We saw Frank and Rhonda grabbing some things out of their van, and there were Rod and Gail beyond them, with their kids.  Cameron pulled himself out of his seat, as did Sissy, and they scampered off to play with them.

“Hey!  Careful, and keep away from the drive path here.  RVs are still pulling in.  Here’s a frisbee.”

“Okay,” they both shouted over their shoulder, and then Cameron turned and received the frisbee throw. 

Melissa grabbed Rutty and hoisted him up on her hip as she closed the back door.  “You got the stuff?  I can take some.”

“Nah, don’t worry about it.  I can get it, the cooking area is just over there,” I said.  “I’ll meet you down at the water.  Hey Kevin and Kirsten, how are ya?” We greeted each other with warm smiles on the way to the meeting area.

“Good, Andrew, good to see you guys!  Kids didn’t waste any time, did they?”

“No, they certainly did not.  It’s all good.”

Just then I caught the aroma of barbecuing burgers and dogs.  Oh, man, just in time, I thought.  Early for lunch, but I did love me a good burger.

Melissa waved and grabbed a folding chair anyway, Rutty on one arm and a diaper bag on her other shoulder, and headed down with Kevin and Kirsten to meet the rest of our church friends.

Just then Mick pulled up behind us and honked, on his way down to the other RV parking stalls.  I turned, waved and flashed him a peace sign.  Samantha waved at me, smiling.

It took a few trips, but I grabbed our folding Seahawks chairs and cooler, as well as the picnic supplies for the church, and brought everything over.

Settled in at the tables, under a covered recreation area, I spread them all out.  The grill was already going, and Michael and Jacqueline were grilling up for lunch.  There would be a lot of people here, so you couldn’t blame them for starting early. I spread out the plates and utensils, the snacks and kids’ drinks and everything else, and then headed down to the shore with a few of the kids’ drinks to give them right there and then.

It was going to get up to seventy today.  Mick was already there with Sam and their kids, and our oldest kiddos were daring to splash in the water.  Rutty was standing sputtering at the water’s edge in his little swimmers, turning back to us and shrieking with delight.

“Cold, huh?” I said to him, walking up.  “Hey Mickey Mouse!” I greeted Mick.

He came up and threw his arms around me.  “Buddy.  Good to see you.”

“Hey Sam, how’s the RV?  Better now?”

“So much better…thank you!”

I had helped Mick with their suspension a week ago, and now it was riding a bit better.  They had bought that RV used. I didn’t blame them. Those things were spendy.  But Sam didn’t like it because the suspension kept sticking.  Now, she was happy.

“So good, man.  So good,” I said to Mick.  He sat down in a folding chair that the church had brought, and I sat next to him.

“You know it, buddy.”  He handed me a beer.

“And now, it’s so, so good.  Now you’re talkin.’  Thanks dude.”

We cracked open our beers and took a swig in unison.  Thirty feet away, out in the water, Cameron and Sissy played with Conner and Hadley.  They were splashing cold water at each other and screeching when hit.

There was another family down at the water’s edge, and their little boy, a tow head with a mess of blonde hair, was also paddling in the water, close to Rutty.  Melissa reached out to them as we watched.  “Hi, I’m Melissa.”

“Hey there, I’m Anya.  My husband is Justus, he’s up by the food, I think,” she laughed.

“Oh right!” Melissa exclaimed.  “I saw your name from the picnic registry.  Nice to meet you!  You guys started going to Mount Pleasant a few months ago, right?  Anya Mayfield is it?”

“Yes!” Anya confirmed, nodding.  “Uh-huh, we love it.  Great fellowship.  Really enjoying the worship and the preaching.”

“Yeah, we love Pastor Bill.  He’s great,” Melissa agreed.  “Who’s this, is this your little one?”

Anya looked down at the little tow head paddling in the water.  At that moment Cameron came running up.  “Dad, can I have a juice please?”

“Yeah, bud, it’s right there by our stuff.”  I had barely finished my sentence when the little tow head heaved up a bunch of cold water and splashed Cameron in the face.

“Whoa! Hey!” he shouted, and he looked down incredulously at the little boy before shaking it off and grabbing an Honest kids juice box.

“Oh, honey, it’s okay, I’m sorry,” Melissa consoled him, laughing, and hugging Cameron.  “Good shot!” she then said to Anya about her son’s aim.

“I’m so sorry!” Anya exclaimed, laughing in turn.  “Liam, that’s not nice, honey.  Can you say you’re sorry to the nice boy, please?”

“Sorry,” Liam breathed in a rasp, also behind a binky.  Cameron replied, “It’s okay,” as Rutty came over to Liam and stood still, examining him up and down.

“Yeah, he’s ours. His sister Bonnie is up with daddy.  Oh, Liam, that’s not ours, kiddo,” she said.  Her son had wandered over to our stuff to grab one of our drinks.  “My goodness, I’m sorry.”

“Oh, no, don’t worry about it, they’re for all the kiddos,” Melissa said.  Mick and I just watched the mayhem unfold.

“Yeah, we call him our ‘little fox.’  He’s always taking something.  Lost our mail key for a week,” she rolled her eyes, smiling.  “Keep your eyes on those beers, guys,” Anya joked.  “Yeah, his middle name is actually ‘Fox,’ and he seems to be living up to the name.” She smiled while fetching him, setting him back down at the water’s edge next to Rutty, who continued to look at him from behind his own binky.  “We’re working on getting that binky out of him; nice to know someone else is still on a pacifier.  Is that one yours too?” she asked, pointing to Rutty.

“Yep, that’s our little Wyatt, but we call him Rutty.  Almost three.  That was Cameron, his older brother, and out there is Adelynn.  This is my husband, Andrew, and our friend Mick.”

I waved and stood up to shake her hand.  “Nice to meet you, Anya!  Welcome to Mount Pleasant.  Welcome, little Foxy!” I said to her little guy.  He turned around and smiled.

“So nice to meet you all!  Yeah, Liam’s almost three as well. He’ll be three in October.  So glad we could join everybody today.  Here comes Justus and Bonnie.”

Mick and I turned around.

“Yo.  Hey honey-bun,” Justus greeted Anya.  “Hi,” he greeted the rest of us.

“Hon, this is Melissa, and this is Andrew and Mick,” Anya introduced us.

“Hey everybody, nice to meet you.  Has my boy stolen anything from you yet?  I promise we’ll pay it back,” he grinned, and was missing a front tooth.

“Haha, not yet, well, maybe Melissa’s heart is all,” I joked.  “She’s always wanted a blondie.”

Melissa shook her head and smiled.  “Our kids are wonderful.  Just a softie for the blonde locks and tow heads.  He’s adorable.”

“Thank you so much!” Anya said.  “We like our little Foxy.”

“I think they’re about ready for lunch,” Justus said.  “I don’t know about you but I got a hankerin’ for a burger.  You guys wanna join me?  I got a few Hef’s if you want one.”

Hefeweizen.  Hadn’t had one of those in a long while.

“That sounds awesome, thanks man.  Hon, meet you up there?”

“Yep, I’ll come up with Melissa here in a bit with the kids.”

“Okay, I’ll get plates ready. Kids, you hungry?”

None of them replied; they were too busy playing.  I waved them away dismissively and headed up with Mick and Justus.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Before too long, we were all seated up at the picnic tables under the covered area, grabbing burgers, dogs, baked beans, salad, chips, dips, veggies, sandwiches, cookies, fruit salad, and whatever else we had all brought for the potluck.  And, of course, a Hefeweizen.

Pastor Bill had showed up just in time for lunch, and greeted us heartily.  I wanted to have a bit of time to sit down with him and chat, so I stole away from Mick’s and my families when I could tell he was done wolfing down his food.  Thought it might be a good time to ask for some prayer.

I found him sitting with his wife, arm around Sandi near the last table closest to the edge.  “Hey, Andrew!  Good to see ya, buddy!” he said, with his fierce southern drawl.  I hid my Hefeveizen behind a box of snacks that was perched on the table between us.  “Come on over.”

“Hey, Pastor Bill, hey Sandi,” I greeted warmly.  “Thanks for thinking of this, everybody’s havin’ a great time.”

“Oh, goodness, no - thank you,” Sandi said heartily.  “You and Melissa took care of all the registrations and the stuff to eat with, my goodness.  Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” I said.

Bill and Sandi were as sweet a couple as you could hope for to lead your church.  They were in their mid-seventies.  Bill had a back that bent beneath the load of cares he’d carried for so many years now.  His wrinkly face drooped over incredibly piercing eyes, and he had a thick bushy gray beard that still clung to youth’s color in wispy brown strands throughout.  Sandi had lost her hair from cancer and chemotherapy many years prior, but she was in full remission.  But that wig looked realistic enough.  Somewhere along the line she had had a bit of plastic surgery as well, so she didn’t quite look seventy-five.  They complimented each other, finishing each other’s sentences and always being at each other’s sides.  Bill preached powerfully; Sandi served faithfully.  We were so grateful for them. They pastored like they navigated Sandi’s cancer: with vulnerability and grace. Pre-cancer, they were always really careful with our hearts, now it seems they run towards hurting people offering a safe, grace-filled space to pray and grow.

“Kids having a good time?  How’s Cameron’s attitude?”

“They are, yes,” I smiled.  “Thank you. He’s doing better.  He just gets grumpy sometimes and has a hard time with just letting others in.  But he’s only six.  He’s got a long way to go.  He’ll get there.”

“We saw Rutty eating, looks like he had a cookie and not just mac n’ cheese, huh?” Bill said.  “Progress!” he laughed, bringing his fists up in the air.  “Thank you, Lord.”

“Thank you, Lord,” I echoed with a smile.  “I, uh, well, speaking of the Lord, we’re flying out tomorrow and I wanted to ask for your prayers for a few things.”

“Shoot! Of course-” Bill began.

“-we’ll pray for you,” Sandi finished.

“Well, the flight, first off.  Melissa doesn’t really like to fly, and it’s Mother’s Day and all.  Would love a safe, bumpless flight, of course,” I said, hunching my shoulders.

“Naturally,” Bill said.

“Secondly, it’s my dad. He sounds like he’s really going downhill fast with his dementia.  Just wanted to ask for prayers that dad would still be…dad.  You know.  When we all get there.”

“Hmm, that’s hard, isn’t it,” Bill said.  Sandi nodded.  “Yeah, definitely.  Count on it.”

“Of course we’ll pray for him.  What’s his name again?”

“James.  Jim,” I replied.  “And Rae is my mom.”

“Jim and Rae.  Will do.  Of course.  Anything else?” Bill asked, looking at me quizzically.

I paused, and I think that was enough for them.  “Uh, n-no, not really…?”

Sandi looked at me and smiled.  “Of course we’ll continue to pray for Melissa’s smoking.”

I turned a shade of red and laughed as my head fell. I was grateful that I didn’t have to say it and that they still knew.  I didn’t want to feel like I was tattling on Melissa.

“Thank you guys.  I appreciate it,” I said humbly.

“No problem, buddy.  She’s already on the prayer list.”

“Thanks, you guys.  How was that burger?” I asked them.  “How was the dog and the salad, Sandi?”

“Everything was delicious,” she emphasized.  “So nice!  Everyone really contributed.  Thank you guys once again for bringing out everything you did.”

Sandi was not one to be out-thanked.

“K.  Well, I’m gonna go throw the football around with Cameron and Sissy for a bit.  We’ll be down by the water, naturally,” I finished.

“Okay, sounds good.  Safe flight tomorrow, if we don’t see you before you go.  Hey, Chet!  Come on over here!” he said, distracted by another parishioner. “Love ya, Andrew.  Be safe.  Our prayers go with you.”

“Thanks, Pastor Bill. Thanks, Sandi.”

Sandi rose and hugged me after Bill fist-bumped me.

I walked down toward the water and found Melissa with Anya still.  Melissa had never met a stranger.  I could tell she was becoming fast friends with Anya.  I looked around for Justus but didn’t find him.  I had walked in on their conversation.

“Yeah, that’s where we’re gonna go.  Justus has a brother, Brett, who just got accepted to APU.”

“Oh, congratulations!  That’s great,” Melissa yelled.

“Yeah!  Yeah.  We’re pretty happy for him.  They’re close.  So we’ll head down at the end of summer and go celebrate him and spend some time with him at his enrollment.  He got into Harvill Hall there, so we’ll help him get all settled in.  He’s five years younger than Justus.  We’re his only family in the area and that’ll be pretty new for him, so us being there should reduce the shell-shock, in theory.”  She laughed.  I butted in.

“Hey!  Congrats, Anya, that’s great.  Sorry, I was eavesdropping.  Hon, I’m gonna get the football and throw it around with the kids, can I have the keys?  Do you need anything from the car?”

“No, I’m good.  Love you,” she said, kissing me.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Ten minutes later I had wrangled Cameron from the water.  Mick came with us.  Sissy wanted to stay and play with Hadley so I didn’t force it.  Cameron was more into sports and very, very competitive, so this was his chance to out-throw dad.

“Rotate your hips, bub,” I encouraged him.  He threw it to me and I got it and repeated myself. “You gotta rotate your hips.  Lean forward and rotate your hips and your shoulders as you throw, stepping forward.”  I turned to the side and demonstrated more fully for him to see.  “Like this.  Got it?”

Cameron nodded, clapping his hands together and lifting his hands up to receive the ball from me.

“Okay, here you go.  Let’s see you work your magic, kiddo.”  I threw a near-perfect spiral to him.  He caught it, bobbled it, regained control, and then positioned it in his hands again.

“Okay, Uncle Mick, you get it this time. Watch me,” he said.

“I’m watchin,’ kiddo,” Mick said.  Cameron launched the ball, and it was near perfect.  “Whoa, look at that spiral!  Nice work, buddy!”

“Great job, bub!  Really, really nice,” I added.  “You did it!”  I could see Cameron beaming thirty feet away.  “See what happens when you rotate?”  He nodded.  “Air five!”

Cameron held up his hand and slapped the air over there as I did the same.  “Superbowl material right there,” I said to Mick.

“You know it!  He’s got the makings,” Mick said, flipping the ball to me.

“Okay, one more, long ball, go deep,” I said.

“Dad,” Cameron pleaded.  “I don’t like those.”

“Not every throw is gonna be right atcha, son; you gotta go to where the ball is, right?”

He put his hands on his hips, but he didn’t protest.

“Alright, here you go.”  I wound up and threw it, not too hard, slightly to his left and behind him.  He looked up and tracked it, running backward loosely and trying to keep from tripping.  “Keep your eye on the ball.  You got it!”

Cameron kept running, pumping those little legs.  I thought he was going to trip, but he kept his footing…and landed the catch.

“You did it!!  Way to go, Bub!  Nicely done!”  I clapped for him, and Mick whistled.

“Good catch, Cameron!  Mini-wave in celebration of Cameron,” Mick said, eyeing me with a celebratory expression and then throwing his arms up in the air, as I repeated it after him, and then we did the whole thing again.  Cameron started to laugh sheepishly.  “Way to go, buddy,” Mick said, as Cameron walked back over to us.

“Thanks dad.  Thanks Uncle Mick.  I kinda wanna be back out in the water.”

“What, so soon?  We only just started!”  I held my hands out in confusion.  But it was okay.  Kids and water, I thought.  “It’s okay, buddy – go have fun.  Nice catch,” I finished.

He smiled and beamed at me, tossing me the football as I gave him a fist-bump.  “Thanks,” he said quietly with a confident smile, heading back down to the water, calling for Conner, Hadley and Sissy.

“One in a million,” I said to Mick, as I picked up my beer from the ground.  “He’s starting to be more sure of himself, and that is a good sign, my friend.”

“I can see it!  I can see it.  He’s a great boy, Andrew.  He’s doing just fine.”

Mick knew about the counseling we’d had for Cameron.  He could have his angry spells and be kind of a loose cannon sometimes.  But he had a really good child psychologist who he warmed up to, Dr. Jacob.  Cameron always came home from his sessions with a smile on his face and a song in his heart.  He just had a little bit of trouble regulating and learning to just chill out.  But he never took it out on his brother or sister; he was always good to them.

“Yeah he is.  I’m proud of him. He’s really looking forward to seeing my parents tomorrow.  It’s gonna be a good visit.  Long flight, but good visit.”

It was going to be just under five hours to get there.  Thankfully, there were no connections or anything like that, but still long.  The Uber would be at our place at 5:30am, and our flight was at 9am out of Nashville.

“Good, man.  Have fun with them.  We’re prayin’ for your dad too.  Jim’s a good guy.”

“You would know, you’ve known him almost as long as I have, right?”  I tossed the football at him somewhat roughly to test his reflexes.  He got it.

“Ha!  Yeah.  How’s Rae doing with all of that?”  I appreciated that he had said ‘that’ and not ‘him losing his mind.’

“She’s okay.  She’ll be okay.  It’s tough, of course, watching him go through that, but she’s dealing.  Glad we can see her on Mother’s Day.  You guys doing anything special for Sam tomorrow?”

“Oh yeah.  The whole shebang, you know…breakfast in bed, long bath by herself, I’ll take the kids out and give her some peace and quiet while we head up to get the kids haircuts and hit the antique stores up in Cadiz.  Then we’ll come back and take her out to dinner.”

“Sounds like a plan.  Hope you guys have a great time.  You got her gift ready?” I said.

“Yeah.  She’s gonna love it,” Mick said.

“Good.  She has no idea.  Thanks for your help in getting it.  You’re okay to stop in while we’re away?”

“Yep, no worries.  And my pleasure, man.  Just sorry we’ll miss you guys for a few days.  The kids bringin’ their homework with them?”

“Oh yeah.  They’ve got all of it.  Melissa wouldn’t have it any other way, and that’s the only way their teachers would let ‘em go.  You know how it is.  We’ll be back Tuesday night.  Can’t let ‘em go too long without schooling or they ‘dry up and turn into raisins,’ as my dad would say.”

“Your dad, man.  Give him my best.”

“I will.”  Awkward pause as we both reflected on my dad’s failing mind.

Mick broke first.  “Hey, we gonna quit talkin’ and throw that football around ourselves for some real challenges, or what?”  He threw an eyebrow up and looked at me sidelong as I snickered.

I grabbed the football from him.  “Go deep.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Quarter to five.  We’d had a great day with our church family, and were in the middle of saying our goodbyes to Pastor Bill and Sandi and everyone else who would still be staying there.  Mick and Sam were staying there too. I was walking over to get the last of our own stuff from the covered area when I looked over at the lake and something caught my eye.

It was a glint of something, off to the northeast, way up in the sky, beyond the darkening blue, by the moon, which hung low in the sky.  I didn’t know what it was, but it looked like a quick flash that spun through the sky and then held there for a moment, suspended in orbit.  Boy, if Sissy had seen that she would have gone berserk with joy.

I shielded my eyes and tried to squint, but I couldn’t see it anymore.  Probably a comet passing through our outer atmosphere.  As long as it didn’t enter it and land on someone’s house and Mick and I would have to suit up and jet out of there, it’s all good.

I looked away and called for Melissa.  We gathered all the kids up; none of them looked too pleased to take leave of their friends.  Except Rutty.  He was always game for anything as long as it involved books.  I had one in his lap as we buckled him in, and he was good to go.  We got all of them dried off and into their car seats and pulled out of there.

I did find myself occasionally glancing up in the eastern sky to see if I could see whatever it was, but it was lost to my sight.

It was perhaps even a more beautiful drive home.
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It’s always good to see dear friends.

But now?  Mother’s Day.

I awoke at 4am, kissed a slumbering Melissa, and hopped in the shower, letting her groggily come to.  We had gotten home a bit before six last night, had a quick and silly dinner with an equally silly dad joke, and then bathed the kids one more time to get them squeaky clean for Sunday.  We laughed about the present that we got her.  Cameron was especially excited to give it.  After quickly reviewing it in the garage, we got them into jammies, read them their stories, and put them to bed.  They were out like a light from all that play earlier in the day.  We both hit the hay not too long after they did.

Today was the big day of travel for four days in Seattle, and there was much to do.  The shower pelted me with hot drops of awakening liquid, and I felt my senses slowly coming to life for the long journey ahead of us.

Melissa came into the bathroom while I was still in the shower, and I could see her moving about in her bathrobe on the other side.  She pressed her face up against the shower door and peeked in through the steam.  “Anybody in there?” she asked.  “I’m just seein’ shadows and shapes!”

I quickly kissed the glass and met her lips on the other side.  “Morning, honey-bun!  Happy Mama’s Day Number Seven!  How did you sleep?”

“Fine,” she said through a yawn, which meant no she didn’t.  She sat down on the toilet.

“Ready to get these rascals up and fly on outta here?”

She didn’t answer, just stared at the wall in a daze.

I stepped out and toweled off quickly.  “Happy Mother’s Day, hon!”  I leaned over and kissed Melissa.  “You’re the best Mama!”

“Thank you hon.  I appreciate it.”

“Hey, ya know, I was thinking, while we’re both naked and half-naked and the kids are still sleeping…”

“No,” she said firmly, looking at me under her eyebrows.

“Worth a shot.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

We woke the kids at 4:45am, gently.  Melissa woke Rutty and tried once more to get him on the potty.  We had been potty-training for two months now.  He had had some successes but also some regression.  I swear she only left him for one minute when he asked for “privacy please,” but then when she came back, he had fallen asleep and was leaning against the wall.  He had a penchant for doing that.

But all of them, surprisingly, woke right up and were chipper…even Cameron.  He was very excited to go, and to fly. But he, like all of them, was even more excited to give Melissa her new present.  I went out to the garage and had Cameron and Sissy help me push the big box up the stairs and into the house, and together we brought in a massive box.  I was just glad Rutty didn’t spoil the surprise.

“What in the world is that?” she asked, and then something yipped.  Melissa’s jaw dropped.  “No.  Way.  Andrew!  No,” she said, as we pulled off a giant red bow, and let the loosely bound box flaps fall to the floor of the living room, revealing a small kennel with a beautiful Jack Russell Terrier inside.  The kids squealed and chirped with delight.  Melissa put her hands to her mouth as they begged and pleaded to open the kennel.

“Awww!!  He’s beautiful, look at him!”  The terrier stood up and wiggled his tail, looking at her.  “Andrew, what are you doing though, oh my gosh!  You got me a puppy?  What about - please tell me you have Mick or somebody coming to take care of him while we’re away!  They’re watching the birds, right?”

I nodded, laughing, as I opened the kennel for her, and he ran out.  I picked him up and held him in front of her.  “May I introduce…Jack.”

“Gah!  I can’t believe it.  Andrew!” She started crying. “He’s so beautiful!  Come here.”

I handed him to her and she cradled him in her arms. Jack would not stop licking her chin.  The kids all giggled and jockeyed for position to pet him.  Melissa went and sat down on the couch, and held him tight.

“He’s not a puppy…he’s seven,” I said.

“Hey!  I’m seven!  Jack’s my age!” Cameron said.

“Well, not exactly.  You’re almost seven.  So, Jack’s older than you, bub.  Respect your elders,” I said, tickling him.  “But, hon, that means that he’s housebroken, he won’t chew things up, he’s potty-trained, and he’s still got plenty of life in him.  And yes, Mick and Sam will check on him while we’re gone.”

“Wait – you were the one who snagged him from the adoption list, weren’t you!?” she looked at me, half-shocked, half-impressed.

“I never acknowledge my sources.”

“Uh-huh.  You never acknowledge your Mick’s.”

She knew.  I was fine with it.  Mick had a brother, cousin, or someone, I couldn’t remember, who knew a guy, who lived next to a guy who ran an adoption center out of Nashville, and he connected me with an adoption service, and that’s where we found Jack.  They had held on to him and dropped him off at our place in back right after we left for Energy Lake Campground yesterday, just like we planned.

“Oh, come here, Jack.  Hi baby!” she said.  The kids all cavorted around him, and he wagged his little tail and ran around while they all chased him.  It would be mayhem, but controlled mayhem.

“Kids!  What do you say to your mama?”

“Happy Mother’s Day!” they all cried in unison, and it would have been nice if they had ran to her and hugged her, but every one of them continued to chase after Jack – except Rutty. He loved his mama, and he had a habit of telling her – and me – I love you at least a thousand times a day.

He hugged her leg and then ran off after Jack with the rest of them.

Melissa came over to me.  “Thank you, hon.  He’s beautiful.  I love his little brown eye patch and his stiff wiggly tail.  Does he shed?”

I looked at her confused.  “Oh yeah.  Heavily.  Gotta brush ‘em at least once per week, especially when it’s, like, molting season, or whatever it is.  I have to look that up still.  Get the vacuum ready,” I said, smiling to her.

“I don’t care.  He’s beautiful.  Jack.  Thank you!”  She kissed me.  “Is this okay though?” she asked, turning back to the kids giggling down the hallway.

“What?”

“I mean, well, you just gave him to me, and the kids are getting attached, and they have to leave right away.  That’s gotta be hard for them.”

I hadn’t thought of that.  “Well, too late now.  I didn’t think of that.  Hopefully, they’ll adapt.”

Cameron did not adapt.  “Can we please take him with us?  Why can’t we check in his kennel?  It’s not fair!  Mom please?”

We put up our own fight, stood our ground, and eventually he relented, but it was painful.  We shoveled some food in the kids’ mouths: yogurt, toast, and orange juice, whatever was easy to make.  Jack watched every bite.  I figured we could grab something at the airport if anyone was really pining for it.

The Uber van arrived a few minutes early, which was great; that just meant we’d have more time at the airport.  Anytime a family of five with young kids could not be rushed, more power to us.  We put Jack in his kennel, and he obediently went in and laid down.  God bless whoever kennel-broke him, I thought, as we all went back into the house from the garage and piled into the Uber.  Thankfully, they had their own car seats and boosters.  I had to yell four times for Cameron to leave Jack alone and get his ass in the Uber van.

When he piled into the van he had a sullen face.

“Bub, I know you miss him already.  He’ll be right here waiting, I promise.  Mick and Sam and the kids will come take care of him while we’re gone.  Nashville, Alaska Airlines please, sir.  Thank you,” I said to the driver.  “Don’t worry, kiddo.”

“Yeah, well, if we come back and he likes them better then I’m gonna be really mad,” he said through tears.  Sissy rolled her eyes.

“He won’t like them more than us, Cammy.  He already likes mom more than us.  It’s for Mother’s Day, not kids day.”

“Stop calling me ‘Cammy,’” he said through gritted teeth.  I looked at Melissa.  She looked back at me and shook her head as the van pulled out.  Rutty was already asleep again.

Great.  At least one of them will be quiet on the way up while the others fight, I thought. Why is he always so brooding?  Melissa shook her head again as if she read my thoughts.

A quiet and moody hour and a half later, Cameron was asleep like his siblings.  We were pulling into Nashville and saw the planes at BNA.  The driver had, respectfully, avoided small talk, and I found myself eventually dozing off in the front seat with my head against the window.  When we arrived, I let out a neck-stretching yawn and looked back: everyone else was asleep as well.  My watch read 7:06am.  Flight was at 9.  We’d made ninety miles in pretty good time.

I tipped the driver as he pulled up to the loading zone, and Melissa came to with a yawn and a stretch.  Rutty woke with a start, and noticed his binky was falling out of his mouth onto his shoulder.  I went to the back and lightly shook Cameron and Sissy.  Cameron turned and glared at me, but then softened.  I swear sometimes that kid wants to deck people when he wakes up.  Sissy, however, balanced him out with a smile my way.

In ten minutes we had unloaded all of our crap, and were strolling to the ticketing check in and then the security gate.  Worst part of flying anywhere?  Going through security, bar none.  I’ll deal with crying babies and whining until Jesus returns.  But taking the shoes off, removing absolutely everything and jockeying for trays to slide all of our things in, only to be sent back to the scanner because one of them was holding their iPad or I had forgotten to remove my watch or they just can’t hold that teddy bear or whatever…ugh.  It’s complicated enough just for a couple.  Throw in three kids, and you wanna snap and start shooting people.  Probably shouldn’t be thinking those thoughts.  I cleared my head.

In ten more minutes we were on the train to our gate.  Everyone was fairly awake, but Melissa had popped in another stick of gum and was chewing furiously.  I couldn’t tell if it was because she was missing smoking, or if she was nervous for the flight.

“Hey,” I remembered to compliment her, “you went a whole day, hon!  I’m proud of you.  Good job.”  I kissed the side of her head.  “Really proud of you.”

“Oh, thanks.  Yeah, the gum helps.  I think,” she smiled at me.

Rutty turned to us and said “Up! Up! Up!” raising his hands towards mama.

“You want up?  You just want mama’s gum, don’t you?” she asked him, sliding her pack around her back so it wouldn’t fall over and bop him on the way up.  She lifted him and carried him on her hip, and he looked at her mouth.  

“Mama, I have gum?” he asked, tilting his head.

“You just gonna swallow it again?”

He shook his head no, but he was smiling fiendishly behind that binky. Melissa handed him a stick of gum while giving him the evil eye and holding two fingers to them, then turning those fingers to him with an “I’m watching you” glare.

Rutty popped out his binky and popped in his gum.  A slime trail followed his binky as he held it in his hand.  I grimaced and rolled my eyes.  “Ew.”

“Hey,” Melissa said to him, “do you still want a Mario and Luigi birthday party?  Is that what we’re doing, penguin?”

He nodded excitedly as his eyes went big.  “Yeah!”

“Okay, Mario and Luigi it is.”

I smiled back at the two of them.

“Dad, are we flying out in the dark like this?” Cameron asked.

“Dark?  It’s getting lighter.  It’s just dark down here in the tunnel.”

“I wouldn’t want to fly in the dark.  Or at night,” he said.

“How come?”

“How can the pilot even see?”  He raised a hand up in confusion.  “Won’t they run into a cloud or something?”

I laughed.  “A cloud?  No.  Another airplane?  No.  They use radar, kiddo.  The airplane can scan ahead and see what’s coming, and move around.  And they fly right through the clouds, kiddo.  A cloud is just a bunch of water trapped way up in the sky.  So, if anything, they get a bath.  And oh boy, night flights are the best, buddy!  We’ll have to take one sometime up at Princeton-Caldwell with Roger’s family from church. When you’re up there, the ground just lights up like fireflies,” I said, opening my eyes wide and running a hand through the air.  “All you see is orange will-o’-the-wisps dancing down there below you: some are stationary, some are moving, but all are so alive.  It’s amazing!”

He listened and thought to himself for a while.

“That might be a good birthday present for you when you turn seven, maybe?  I can ask?”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”  I tousled his hair and hugged him, looking at Melissa.

“A little more expensive than Mario and Luigi decorations, but, okay,” she said with a grin, and I laughed and kissed her.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

We reached our gate with plenty of time to spare, had the kids go potty, and finally boarded at 8:35am.  Before too long, we were airborne.  Melissa white-knuckle-gripped the arms of her chair as she closed her eyes.  She wouldn’t be happy until we had reached cruising altitude.

Cameron had a window seat, Sissy was next to him in the middle, followed by Melissa.  Then, after the aisle, it was me, with Rutty in a window seat.  He was happily reading a book about sea animals that you could press and then hear their sounds.

Sissy looked up at Melissa. “Happy Mother’s Day, Mama.  Mama, are you scared?” she asked, and then her expression changed as she noticed Melissa’s tense, scrunched face.  Melissa truly didn’t like to fly.  She hadn’t enjoyed flying down to Kentucky, and then, we just rarely flew because of that.

“Oh, honey, mama’s okay.  I just don’t like flying much. I’ll be happier when we land.”

“Mama’s okay, Teaspoon,” I said.  “Don’t worry.  Pretty soon we’ll level off up in the clouds and then Mama can unclench a little.”

“What’s ‘unclench’?” Sissy asked.

“Tell ya later.  Mama’s fine, Addie, I promise.  You doin’ ok, RutMan?” I asked my youngest, and he gave me a thumbs up without even really leaving his book.

The Captain soon came over the intercom and gave us an update that the flight attendants would soon be coming through the cabin with drinks and breakfast.  I had ordered ours ahead of time, so that would help.  We didn’t end up getting really anything before the gate except some coffee, and my stomach was rumbling.

Cameron leaned over and asked, “Daddy, how long is the trip?”

“About five hours, kiddo.  But it’s less than that now, maybe a half hour less.  We’ll be there before you know it.  You can grab some breakfast and take a little nap on Mama if you want?”

He looked down and grimaced.  Something was on his mind.

“Do you think that Conner and Hadley will play with Jack while we’re away?”

“Oh, probably, I asked them to.  We don’t want him to stay cooped up in a kennel the whole time, right?”

He looked at me.  I could tell he was worried that he would come home and Jack would like them more than him.  Cameron said nothing else and sat back in his seat.

Breakfast was served, we all got our fill, and Rutty fell back asleep.  Cameron and Sissy were on their iPads. I looked over at Melissa and smiled sleepily at her.  I mouthed I love you, every day to her, and she reciprocated with More and more, over and over.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

As luck would have it, the rest of the flight was fine, minus a few needed potty breaks for the kiddos, and Rutty needed a change.  Other than that, the captain came over the intercom and told us we’d be landing in Seattle in about fifteen minutes, so we settled in and restored our seat backs to their full upright position.

Soon we were taxiing to the terminal.  I had gotten us all premium seats so that we wouldn’t have to wait until the very end to disembark.

We made our way to baggage claim, and there were mom and dad!  “Hey!” I shouted, and then enveloped her in a giant hug and a huge kiss on the cheek.  “Missed ya!  Happy Mother’s Day!  How you doin,’ mom?”

“Good, oh, I’ve missed you too!  Thank you.  Good to see you.  Melissa!  Happy Mother’s Day, I’ve missed you so!  And look at all of you, you’ve gotten so big!”

Dad came over and gave me a big hug.  He fumbled over some of his wording – he never was that eloquent – but I caught that he was glad to see us.  I gave him an enormous hug and shook him.  “Hi pops!  So good to see you.  How are you?” I asked him intently, taking him by the shoulders.

“Oh, as good as can be expected, you know how it is.  How was your flight?”

I turned to Melissa.

“Good,” she enunciated. “Relatively bumpless, and that makes me very happy!  Good to see you, Jim!  You too, Rae.  We’ve missed you!”

Hugs all around, and the grandparents smothered our kiddos.  We had paid for another Uber van to take us to their place, which was down in the state capitol of Olympia, about another hour south of SeaTac Airport.  They lived in a quaint, green, pastoral neighborhood called ‘Foxhall,’ which was full of pastures and horses.  They drove down, and we followed them.  It was just shy of noon pacific time when we arrived.  We could see their horses, ‘Merry’ and ‘Pippin,’ in the pasture.  It was sunny and bright: unusual for the Pacific Northwest, but a nice time to be there.

They made us lunch, and then the kids scampered off to the living room to open a few presents while we watched.  Mom sat on the couch right next to Melissa and threw her arm around her.

They would ship the gifts that didn’t fit into our suitcases down to us later.  They gave Melissa a few wonderful gift cards for some nights out on the town for us at a few places we liked back home.  For me, I was just relieved to not walk in to a massively weird assembly of people I hadn’t seen in years, all shouting Surprise! That might have scared dad, anyway.

We talked over the kids’ noise.  “And Jack and Heather are coming over for dinner, I hope that’s okay?” Mom yelled.

“Who?  Jack and Heather?” my dad shouted with a crinkled face, and we all stopped awkwardly and looked at him.  I rushed in to smooth it over.

“Oh, you know Jack and Heather, dad, Jack is my old friend from high school.  You’ll see.  You might remember him when you see him.  I just knew they would be coming.  It will be great to see them, eh, dad?  Thanks, mom.”

Dad looked confused, but mom smiled at me gratefully.

The kids finished opening all of their gifts.  Mom and dad had a tendency to shower them each time, though we begged and pleaded for no toys but rather experiences, like trips to the zoo or museum or something educational. But they were all happy campers, and we banished them to the backyard to play.

Mom had made and set out coffee for us.  She had a Keurig and these little K-cups that were butter-toffee coffee, just how I liked it.  That’s all I drank at home.  Throw in some hazelnut creamer and some Stevia, and the world was fine.  I liked my coffee sweet.

“So, dad, how you doin’?” I asked him.

“Oh, okay.  You know.  I assume Rae told you.  Just forgettin’ stuff right and left, but, hell, I’m old.”  He laughed and coughed.  He and Melissa had smoking in common.

“Believe me, pops, at forty, it happens to me too.”

“Me too!” Melissa said. “What’s your name again, Jim is it?” she jested.

Dad laughed.  At least he could self-deprecate like the best of them.

“I’ll be fine,” dad said.  “Rae takes care of me.”  I looked over at mom, who beamed at me.

“Well, pops, you’ll be proud to know that I’ve been faithfully carrying on the tradition of corny dad jokes every night at dinner.  The kids, uh, love it,” I said uncertainly.

“Is that right?  That’s great.  Tell me your best one!”

I took a breath and looked at the ceiling.  “Well, this is one of my favorites: ‘What do you call a man in debt?  Owen.’  Everyone laughed.  Mom shook her head and put her face in her hands.  She looked at Melissa with a look of pathetic sorrow on her face, and shook her head again.  

Melissa put her hands up helplessly and said, “Hopeless.  The man is beyond cure.”

I was watching my bride chuckle at my expense, and it propelled me into a deep laugh.  In the middle of that laugh I looked over at dad, who was staring blankly at the floor, thrumming his fingers.  “Dad?”

He grunted.  “I don’t get it.  What’s his name?”

I shifted nervously and stopped laughing.  “Oh, it’s Owen, pops.  Like ‘owe,’ like, ya know, you ‘owe’ somebody money. So his name is Owen.”

He stared at me blankly, and my heart sank.

“It’s okay, pops.  It’s really okay.”

Dad just stared at the floor, and it was everything I could do to hold back my tears.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

As promised, Jack and Heather arrived for dinner, and he pulled me close and gave me a high shake.  “Hey, my man!  How the heck you been, And-ee-ROO?” he said, pulling away and looking me up and down.  “I heard you just turned forty!”

“Well, you’re right behind me, old man, don’t get cocky,” I retorted.  “I been good.  It’s good to be back.  Hi, Heather,” I said warmly, and embraced her.  “Ya know we just got a Jack Russell Terrier for Melissa for Mother’s Day?  Guess what we named him.”

They all paused and then said, incredulously, in unison, “Jack.”  I nodded proudly.

Mom, as was her custom, had been bustling about in the kitchen and before long, had set out everything on the table, calling in the kids.  They still had a massive dinner table that could accommodate up to ten people, but they still had to pull in the piano bench to get the kids on it.

“Is this Rutty?  Oh man, he’s gotten big!  I saw some pictures,” Heather breathed.

Rutty, hearing his name, looked at her as she waved cutesily at him and then proceeded to bury his face in Melissa’s neck.

“Aw, it’s okay, I don’t bite much!  Just a little nibble.”

Rutty slightly cocked his eye free so he could peek back at her and make sure Heather wasn’t approaching with her teeth out, ready to nibble.  The slightest trace of a smile on his lips as he did so.

Everyone pulled up a chair as Jack and Heather greeted our kiddos and filled themselves in on our lives, the kids’ lives, and mom and dad’s lives.  Dad kept studying Jack with a confused, suspicious face.  He was desperately trying to remember who this man was.  He had his good times and his bad times, but he looked to be descending into one of his bad times. I felt for him and watched him closely.

While Cameron and Sissy laughed and ate, and Rutty picked at his food, Melissa and I bantered with Jack and Heather, and mom shared lots of memories with us. I couldn’t shake the sensation that we were all losing my dad.  Little by little, he was slipping away.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Jack and I had stood on the porch for an hour talking and catching up about life after high school.  He never really knew Mick well, but was glad that I was happy and that I had made a life for myself down there.  He was now working in the Department of Defense.  That blew me away.  He had transferred out to the East Coast, but when Covid hit, he was allowed to work remotely, so he and Heather just moved back to the West Coast where they grew up.

I was happy for them.  Sounded like an amazing job.  Jack gave me his updated contact info, left some birthday gifts for us, kissed Melissa on the cheek, assured our kiddos multiple times that they knew them (it had been forever since they saw Cameron and Sissy), and then left.

It was great seeing them.  I waved and then went back inside for the washing up.

It was 8:13pm. The night had given out, and the kids had played with their new toys until they ran out of steam.  Melissa and mom were now downstairs with them, getting them ready for bed.

Dad was sitting on the rocker outside, having a coffee and a smoke. That was something he would never unlearn.

“Hey, pops,” I said, walking out to him on the patio.

“Hey, Andy, come on over,” he said.  “You don’t mind if I smoke, do ya?”

I waved him off.  “No, dad, it’s all good.  I’m sure Melissa will be out here with you in a bit, puffin’ on one.  Good dinner!  Great time with you guys and Jack and Heather.  Really good seeing them too after so long.”

“Yes!  Jack hasn’t changed.  Same mischievous brute.  I remember when you and he used to do that tackling contest out in the yard, ya know, see who could take the worst one before crying?”  He chuckled raspily.  “Oh my, but that was something.  You and he never stopped one-upping each other.”

Wow, was all I could say.  That his memory came shooting back so fast was not surprising, but that it was this particular memory, was.  I guess the mind remembers what it wants to, and who was I to get upset?  He was remembering now, and that’s all that mattered, I thought.

I had to act.

“Dad, hey, I wanted to talk with you about something.”

He blew out a smoke trail and looked over at me, taking a hearty sip of his mug.

“Mom says you haven’t signed those, ya know, all those-”

“Papers.  I know,” he said, nodding.  “I just did it, actually. They’re all sitting on the coffee table.  I was just killin’ off a smoke.  I’ve already gathered them up for you guys.”

I didn’t know what to say.  They were all paperwork from his retirement planner, listing us as the contingent beneficiaries, and mom could never find a moment of lucidity where he would accept what she needed him to do.  They had recently switched planners, and this was new paperwork that was absolutely critical for all of us.

“Dad, thank you.  I didn’t want to go through the discomfort of that.  Good job remembering.”

He shrugged.  “Eh.  You know.  It comes and goes, but when it comes, I know that it’s there, and I know that I have to do stuff.  Rae made me a list on the fridge of stuff that I need to act on when I ‘surface.’  That’s what we call it.  She likens it to going down for a deep dive, and when I come up again, that’s when I’ve gotta act on the stuff I’ve gotta act on.  So I did.  You guys are taken care of, I promise.”

I sat and nodded.  I was grateful.

A question nagged at me.  A question for dad.

“Do you…,” I trailed off.  He looked at me curiously.  “Do you…know…when you’re not there, dad?”

He took a long time to answer; just stared off into the trees.  At one point I straightened up my back and tensed, wondering if he had actually already ‘gone down for a deep dive,’ as he put it.  I was just about to call his name when he spoke.

“Son, no.  I don’t know.  All I know is that very little makes sense, and I just find myself struggling to remember even simple words.  The other day I pointed at our cat and couldn’t remember the damn word.”

I laughed.  “What, ‘Henry’?  You couldn’t remember his name?”

“No, son.  No.  I couldn’t remember the word ‘cat.’  It’s one of the most fundamental words in the English language, and one you learn when you’re less than a year old.  But it totally escaped me.  I got very…” -here he heaved a great sigh- “frightened.  Frightened beyond belief.”  He shook his head.  “Cat.  Man that terrified me.”

I put my arm on his shoulder.

“I guess the advice I wanna give you right now, while I’m up here on the, ahem, ‘surface,’ is to absolutely and utterly cherish your memories: the ones you have, and the ones you make.  Cherish the time you have with your family.  Your memory might go; therefore sow into their lives with memories that they can carry forward.  You never get a second chance to make memories with your family, Andrew.  Especially with your oldest. Especially Cameron.  He needs you.”

I looked at him and clenched my lip.  I hated when people did that to me, that silly lip-clench thing.  But whatever.  I was doing it, because I knew what he was saying, and I appreciated it.

“I will, dad.  I love you.  Thank you.”

“I love you too, son.  And I’m so proud of you for who you are, what you’ve done with your life, and with your family.  I’m proud of the dad you’ve become.  I’ve never known a better.”  He looked at me, and his eyes twinkled with joy and affirmation.

I swallowed the lump in my throat.  “Thank you, pops.”  I wasn’t sure how many more ‘surface’ moments like these we’d have.

Dad paused.

“Now, while we’re on the surface, how ‘bout that steak, huh?”

“Oh, man, dad.  Mom’s still got it.”

“Yeah, she sure does.  I might not, but she still does.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

The next few days were a blur of activity as we spent time around the house helping them with chores, prepping the estate for summer, visiting local draws, heading out and seeing a movie, hitting the restaurants, and all of that.  For the most part, Dad stayed on the surface.  There were a few moments where he would sit there and stare at one of our kids for a moment, which confused them.  I stated their name for him, and that seemed to help.  Thankfully, he never took offense.  I was proud of him for who he was on the surface, and under it.  James, my dad, was a good man.

 

Wednesday, May 13th, 2026

 

Wednesday was here before we knew it.

It was a hard parting with mom and dad, mostly because dad was starting to lose it again when we left.  He actually called me Randy.  That was hard. Randy was my twin, who died of stillbirth.  I never knew him of course, but the fact that dad got us mixed up stung a bit.  But – in a twist of emotional uplift, he actually realized what he had done.  Some synapse fired properly, and he shook his head and cleared his vision, coming over to me.  He batted the air around him, clearing it, and then took me by my head, one hand on each side, over my ears, looking at me intently. Cameron was standing next to me, watching the whole thing.  “No, no,” he said, forcing himself to remember.  “I know your name. Andrew Dylan Shipley.  I know your name.”

“You know my name.  I love you dad,” I said, tears flooding my vision.  “Good job, pops.  You’ll be okay.”  I said it, but I wasn’t sure when I would see him again.

The Uber came for us and we loaded up.  Cameron made sure Pop-pop was on the other side of the suburban, and he whispered, “Dad, why did Pop-pop say that he knew your name?”

I stopped strapping in Rutty and looked down at him.  I sighed noisily.  “Bub, Pop-pop’s mind isn’t the same that it was.  He called me a different name.  Sometimes our vision gets foggy and we can’t see straight.  That’s what Pop-pop is going through.  He just needed to force himself to resurface, and to see clearly, and call me by my right name.  That’s all.  He'll be okay, kiddo.”  Cameron nodded, but he made a sad face, worrying about Pop-pop.  “Come on, go give them one more hug before we take off.”

He did so, his little legs pumping quickly around the rear of the suburban, running to Pop-pop and Nana and hugging them both tightly.

I wasn’t sure when we would see them again.  Hopefully soon.  Hopefully before dad’s mind went completely.  Or, before mom’s ability to care for him in the ways that he needed…faltered.

We waved to them, all of us, and rolled down the windows.  “Kids, tell Nana and Pop-pop you love ‘em!”  All the kids chirped in and waved heartily.  My mom and dad waved back.  Melissa blew them a kiss.

Melissa did better on the flight home, and the kids were sleeping in the Uber suburban when we pulled into home.  They awoke slowly, and then with a start, as they heard Jack come through the doggy door in the garage back door and yip at them.

“Jack!” Cameron squealed, and knelt to absorb all of his love as Sissy and Rutty piled around him as well.

We were home.  A little later than I thought, as it was now 8pm and time for the kids to hit the hay.  But it was a great visit, and it’s always good to see dear loved ones.

5   |   CHANGE

 

Thursday, May 21st, 2026

 

I wasn’t sure what to do.

The kids were coming off the bus right at 3:30pm, and Melissa was still at Canine Club.  I know she wanted pizza tonight, but I couldn’t reach her and wasn’t sure whether she wanted me to make one of the ones we had in the freezer, or simply order in.  I tried to call her but she hadn’t answered.

I’d figure it out.  Here came the kiddos off the bus.  Melissa would swing by the preschool soon and pick up Rutty and then we’d have pizza night and talk over our little penguin’s upcoming birthday party details.

Sissy came first, and greeted me with a hearty “Daddy!”

“Hey Teaspoon.  Good day at school?”

She nodded.  “And do you know what?  The Atlantic Ocean is three thousand miles across!  Three thousand miles!”

“Wow that’s a lot of miles!  No way!  Can you imagine how long it would take to fly across that?  Way longer than it took to fly to Seattle earlier this month, huh?”

Kids and facts, I thought.  I wondered how long she had been mulling over that monumental detail in her head before jumping off the bus.

Cameron was different.  He had that today sucked face.  I’d seen it before.  “Hey bub!” I greeted him.  “How was your day?”

“Fine,” he muttered, and started to walk past me.  I waved to Bill the bus driver.

“What’s up, kiddo?  You okay?”

“Fine,” he repeated.  Which meant, of course, ‘not fine.’  “Where’s Jack?” he asked.

I looked around.  “Oh, runnin’ around here somewhere, I’m sure.  Wanna go find him with me?”

“Yeah.”  His face brightened by a degree.

Sissy had already gotten into the house when Melissa called me back.  “Hey babe!”

“Hey,” she said.  “You called me?  I missed it.”

“Yeah, it’s okay – hang tight bub, I think I saw him in the backyard,” I directed him.  “Uh, did you want me to order pizza or just use one of the ones in the freezer?”

“We have pizza in the freezer?”

“Uh, I thought we did?  I can look.”

“No, it’s okay; I was just going to order it.  The kids like Godfathers plenty.  Do you wanna order?”

“Yep, I got it.  That was all.”

“Ok, love you.  I’m off in fifteen and I’ll get the Rutster and bring him home."

"Sounds good, see you guys soon.  Love you."

She said love you back and then hung up.  I found Cameron on the back porch.  He was holding Jack tightly, and crying.  Jack was licking his chin and squealing.

“Bub, what’s wrong?  What happened?  Something on the bus?”

He didn’t answer.  I knew that meant to just wait and not pry it out of him.  If there’s anything we’ve learned about Cameron, he has to let the truth slowly spill out of him in his own time.  Or just talk about something else entirely unrelated.  So, I sat down on the rocker that Melissa and I would sit down on for her evening smokes, which had gone on unabated since our return from Seattle.

I could hear Sissy turn on the TV inside: she was watching something Bluey-related.  The finches could be heard chirping wildly to the opening tune.

“You want some peanut butter crackers?” I asked him quietly.  It was a staple of his for an after school snack.  “Where there is peanut butter, life goes on, ya know.”

Again, no answer.  Time to just wait.

“Dad?” came the eventual, quiet whisper of a question.

“Yeah, bub?” I said, calmly and non-threatening.

He released Jack and turned to me, slowly, but there were tears in his eyes.  “What’s su-picious?”

My eyebrows went up.  “Suspicious?”  He nodded.  “Where did you hear that?”

“What does it mean,” he said, ignoring my question.

“Well, it means untrusting.  It means that you think there’s something going on, or…there’s gotta be a catch to something, or…you don’t quite believe something or someone.”

He looked at me for a second.

“Where did you hear that?  On the bus?  At school?”

“Will Pettijohn said I was suspicious all the time.  I said I wasn’t, but he just kept saying that I was, but I told him, no, I wasn’t.”  As he shared, his lips quivered and his eyes filled with tears.

My heart ached for my son.  Kids have such big emotions at this age and everything is big.  He didn’t even know what the word meant, he just knew that he didn’t want to be the word.

“Oh, bub, I’m sorry.  Come here.  Come here, kiddo.”

Cameron slowly made his way over to me and backed into my arms, facing away.

“I’m sorry that happened to you, son.  Will’s kind of a bully that way, huh.  He’s done and said stuff like this before, right?”

He nodded.

“Sometimes, the best way to ‘unbully’ a bully is just to ignore them.  Or, you know what I did when I was your age and I was faced with a bully?”

“What?” he asked, no less frustrated.

“I just agreed with everything they said.”

Cameron didn’t answer.  But then he turned to me, confused.  “What?”

“Oh yeah.  Ticks them off.  They’d say, ‘Andrew’s a girl, Andrew’s a girl.’  And I’d say, ‘yep, I’m a girl, you’re right.’  And they’d say, ‘Andrew, you’re no good.’  And I’d say, ‘Yep, that’s right.  I’m no good.’  And they’d say, ‘Andrew, you can’t do anything!’  And I’d say, ‘Yep!  You’re right.  I can’t do anything at all.’  I flipped it on its head and just defused it.  They got so tired of trying to make a dent in my hull that they gave up.”

“Wait, so you would just agree with whatever they said, even if they said you were a girl?”

“Oh yeah!  Of course.  That one was the best.  I even walked like a girl around them on purpose.  Just to make them roll their eyes.  When they rolled their eyes, that’s when I knew I won.”

He slowly took it all in.

“It’s called being unassailable,” I said.  “Means they can’t do anything to hurt me.  It might be, kiddo, that they are the ones that are so suspicious, but they decided to just put that word on you.  Oftentimes bullies try to hit you where they feel the weakest.  They try to bash you where they feel insecure.  Makes them feel better about themselves in a dorky sort of way.”

Cameron couldn’t hold back a laugh, and wiped away a tear.  “Dorky.  That’s a funny word.”

“Not as funny as suspicious.”

He laughed again.

“Hey, I got an idea,” I said.  “We have some time before your mom gets home with Rutty.  Wanna throw the football around some more and perfect that spiral?  I promise I won’t throw it in a dorky way.”

“Haha, yeah, okay.  Thanks dad.”

“You got it, kiddo.  Now watch me throw like a girl.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Melissa got home at 4:25 with Rutty, and Godfathers delivered shortly after that.  We all sat around the dinner table and fulfilled our nightly obligations of corny dad jokes, silly banter, daily recaps, affirmations, and the like, and then moved on to verifying what Rutty wanted for his Mario & Luigi party so we could begin ordering the party decorations.  Soon, it was bathtime and bedtime.

Melissa stepped out for a smoke while I bathed the boys, and then there we were again for bedtime and story time.

It was the same thing every night, really.  Bedtime stories, prayers, and then tucking them in, staying in their room for a few minutes and then heading out.  Before I left tonight, Cameron called to me, “Dad?”

“Yeah bub?”

“Andrew’s a girl.  Andrew’s a girl.”

I smirked at him.  “That’s right. I’m a girl. I love you, ya little punk.”

“What?!” Rutty jumped up and shrieked, jerking his thumb out of his mouth.  “Daddy’s a girl?”  He still couldn’t wrap his tongue around words like ‘girl’ and ‘world,’ so it came out ‘goo-loo’ and ‘woo-lood.’  I loved it.

“Yes, Rutty.  Daddy’s a goo-loo.  Night, you silly chumps.  See ya tomorrow, ya knuckleheads.”

“You’re a knuckohhead!” Rutty challenged.

Both of my sons giggled themselves back to bed, and I smiled at them and closed their door.  For some reason, I stood there for a few minutes, thinking to myself, did I just let myself get assailed?

It was late.  Melissa had a few apps that she needed to go over tonight for volunteers at Canine Club, so I let her take care of that, kissed her hard and long, and then went to bed.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

 


Saturday, May 30th, 2026

 

Day Two of Cameron and Sissy at Camp Sycamore Creek with Conner and Hadley.  The camp bills it as ‘Connecting to God’s Creation.’  This is their second outing there, and they loved it last year.  We were hoping for the same this year.  The camp had twenty-four acres down in Goodlettsville, Tennessee.  Cabins for small groups of kiddos, great food, ropes course, zip line, athletic field, a creek, quiet times, classes and devotionals.

Next weekend we’d be heading out with Mick and Sam and their kids for Lake Barkley.  We had settled on Saturday June 6th: we would take our boat out and facilitate a little skiing, and Mick and Sam would bring their RV.  Everything was planned.

For now, though, the kids were away, and it was Saturday evening.  We had just bathed Rutty, and now it was time for stories.  This time, Melissa joined us.

Some time ago, we had come across a cute website called Dinkleboo that catered to kids with personalized books that had their names in it.  All kinds of variations in there.  One of the best ones we ever bought literally just came in the mail two days ago for Rutty, and it was called “Rutty, We Love You.”  That was his favorite above and beyond all the others we had accumulated.  The website let us program in his age, his hair color, his name, our hair color and names, and the book itself had all kinds of scenes with us interacting with him and telling him how much we loved him, and then he would echo that and tell us how much he loved us.

This weekend, since the kids were away, we picked today as the day where we made a concerted effort to potty train him.  So, as per many of our friends’ recommendations, we let him run around naked, and every hour we would hit the toilet and encourage him to go potty.  We plied him with drinks.  He did pretty well, although he nearly fell asleep on the potty at one point.  We couldn’t blame him; it happened right during nap time.

But now he was all bathed and puffy-butted again with his Mario diaper, and ready for us to tell him how much we loved him.

“Rutty,” the Dada in the book said, “do you know how much we love you?”

“How much?” the real Rutty asked.

“We love you higher than the tallest tree,” said the Mama in the book.

“Do you know much I love you?” the book Rutty asked.

“How much?” Melissa asked.

“I love you faster than a hummingbird can flap his wings,” said the book Rutty.

And on it went, with echoes of parental and child love, while we cradled him between us on his bed, him talking through his binky and us talking through happy tears.

When it was all over, Rutty looked at us and pleaded, “When is brother coming back?”

“Oh, brother and Sissy will be back on Monday, honey,” Melissa said.  “Daddy will go down and get them and bring them back.  And then do you know where we’re going next weekend?”

“Where?” he said, though he already knew.

“Lake Barkley with the Thomases!  Are you excited?”

“Yeah!!” he said, and threw his hands up in the air, falling backward and lightly hitting his head against the bed’s headboard.  “Ow.”

“Oh, penguin, you okay?”

“Yeah. And daddy, do you know what?”

“Yes, Rut do you want?” I said.

He giggled.  “You said Rut instead of what, you silly.”

“Ha!  I did.  What did you want to say?”

“Nothing. I love you.”

My heart welled over.  “I love you too.  So much, kiddo.  And mama loves you too.”

And just like in the ending of the book, we leaned over him and kissed him as he slipped off to sleep.

“We love you more than all the stars in the sky.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Monday, June 1st, 2026

 

“Bub!  Addie!  Come here, kids!”

Both of the older kiddos were beaming, with faces bright as the sun.  They had had a wonderful time.  I had had a few fears on the way down that Cameron would be a bit of a melting pot of brooding melancholy over having to leave, but he was riding high.

“Did you have a good time?”

“Yeah!” Sissy exclaimed.

“Yeah,” Cameron echoed.  “It was a blast.  Camp Leader Russ was really funny.  And do you know, dad, they had a clown show where the clowns had paint exploding all over them on accident?”

“No way!” I cried.

“Yeah it got everywhere.  My side still hurts.”

“It was so funny, dad.”

“I bet.  Well, hop on in the car; somebody wants to see you.”

They looked over to the Sienna and saw a little wagging tail and tiny feet up on the dash peering through the window at them.

“Jack!”

And just like that, I was chopped liver.  I went over and signed them out with the parking lot attendant and showed them my ID, and we were off home, ready to kill off the last few weeks of school before an exciting summer which would start with Rutty’s 3rd birthday party.

I was truthfully more excited for Lake Barkley coming up this weekend however.  Less mayhem of tons of preschool kids running around, less to clean up, and more sun.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Thursday, June 4th, 2026

 

“I don’t know, man, it’s weird,” I said to Mick.  I was standing out on the back porch looking up at the sky.  We’d had a freak lightning storm, and the weather was really clouding over.  Just a few days ago it had said clear skies.

“What was that?” he said.

“I said it’s weird.”  I pulled my iPhone away from my ear. I had always had four bars where we were, but for some reason, it was down to one.  “Can you hear me okay?  Something’s going on.  Hope it clears up for this weekend!”

“Yeah, -e too,” he said, as the phone cut out again. “Ah, -n’t worry about it.  It’ll be -ine.  We got a few -ays.”

“You got everything ready?” I asked him.  No reply.

“Mick?”

“Andy, ya there?” he asked me.

What was going on? I thought.  Electrical storm?  The clouds really looked threatening.

“Yeah, I’m here.  Can you hear me?”  I repeatedly pulled my iPhone away to check the signal again. “Mick?”

Nothing.  I hung up.  I sent him a quick text and it went green instead of the iMessage blue.  Something was definitely up with cell service.  Either it was some kind of electrical storm or some disruption in the towers.  I hoped we wouldn’t be called in.

“Hey hon?” I said, heading back in.

“Yeah?” she called from the recesses of the house.

“Is your phone working?”

Pause.

“Yeah?  Signal’s low though.  One bar.”

I heaved a sigh.  Lake Barkley wasn’t huge but I didn’t want to be way out on the water if something was up with cellular signal and we were cut off.  Oh well.  They’ll fix it.  They always do, I thought.

“I’m gonna make dinner!” I called back to her.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Friday, June 5th, 2026

 

Phone service had been a bit glitchy yesterday and today, but it looked like it was normalizing.  The clouds hadn’t gone away: it was a bit overcast here and there still, but not enough to thwart our plans.

At one point today, the sun was riding up in the far east, and it felt like it had disappeared around 1pm.  Like it just – vanished.  We felt a weird, cold shadow pass over us for about an hour, as if a solid cloud cover had rolled in that was so thick and impenetrable, not even the heat of the sun’s rays could pierce it.  It felt like an eclipse: things got so dark for a while in the thick of the day.

I remember shaking my head and wondering what in the world was up with the weather.  Cell signal failure, lightning storms, eclipse, all in two days’ time.  Briefly I thought back to the church RV picnic and that comet in the sky, or whatever it was, but I’m no astronomer or meteorologist.  I’m sure those guys would figure it out.  I really didn’t want to have to cut the trip short.  Everything felt ominous, like a fire was just waiting to break out.

But it was Friday now, and we were packing once more.  Cameron was out helping me with the boat, fueling it up, making sure we had the skis and vests and safety supplies.  Then he helped me hitch it to the minivan.  Hopefully, I wouldn’t have to make any last trips to the store tonight; Melissa would need to do that with her car.

“Hon! Kids!” came Melissa’s voice from the screen door.  “Come and get it!”

I looked at Cameron.  “Lemme guess: spaghetti for us, mac n’ cheese for your baby brother.”

Cameron smiled.  “That’s all he eats, right?”

“That’s all he eats.  Maybe if we put some crushed Oreos in the spaghetti, should we try that?  Or some fruit snacks?”

“Gross, dad.”

“Yeah.  Gross.  Come on.”

Washed up, we all sat around the table.  It was time.  One of my favorite times of the day.  Right after praying, that’s when Daddy struck.

“Okay.  You guys ready?”

Sissy and Cameron practically tilted their heads and raised their eyebrows at me in unison.

“Say the corny Dada joke, Dada!” Rutty urged me with a massive grin.

“Okay, here we go.  What do you call a one-legged hippo?”

“A hoppo,” Sissy breathed out in boredom, glaring at me.

“Wait, what?  I told that one already?”

“You told that one already,” Sissy said.

“Oh man, I guess I did, I-”

Melissa’s phone rang.

I looked at her.  “Please don’t let that be Mick or Sam cancelling.”  She walked over to her iPhone on the charger by the wall.

It was Canine Club.  I clenched my lip and looked at her.  “Hello?  Yeah, hey Mindy.  What?  Wow, that’s weird.  No, uh, there should be some lorazepam in the cabinet.  One milligram dose.  Check their weights though!”  She paused.  “They’re all doing it?  Let me hear.”

I looked at her strangely.  Her eyes went wide as she looked at me.

Just then, Jack started barking fiercely outside.  He wouldn’t stop.  All the kids dropped their forks and looked outside at him standing there staring at the sky, barking his head off.  In between his barks he was whining, staring up at the eastern sky.  It was so odd: he would decide to back away and retreat back into the house, but then he would shake his head and start over, as if he couldn’t decide which he wanted to do more.

At the same time, there was a bizarre hum in the air.  We all heard it.  It was if the air was alive with electrical current, pulsating waves of energy traveling on the winds.

Jack let out a yelp as if he’d been stung, and fiercely shook his head over and over and over, burying his head into the ground and covering his ears with his paws.  Then, our little Jack started to howl.

“Hey!  Hey!  Jack, come here, boy.  Jack!”  I sprang up from the table and ran out to him.  “Cameron, get me a blanket!”

Jack was running to and fro on the lawn in a spastic manner, unclear which way to go.  Cameron reached me with a blanket from the living room, and I wrapped it around his head.  He looked at me while shivering and licking his lips.  “Whoa, boy, what are you doing?  You okay?”  His tremors were deeply felt.  Cameron hissed sharply at the touch of the blanket, and he began to cry.  “Jack, don’t die, you can’t die, Jack!”

“Cameron, shhh, he’s not gonna die, he’s just – here, just, let’s get him back inside,” I said, retreating back into the house and staring up at the sky.  Where Jack had been barking, the sky was flashing with lightning yet again.  I wasn’t sure tomorrow was such a good idea now.  We certainly couldn’t leave him here.

We went back inside and Melissa was watching us and trying to pay equal attention to the phone call.  “No, no, that’s okay, I’ll be right down.  Just give me fifteen minutes,” she said.  “Ok.  No, make sure and check their weights before you administer it accordingly.  Ok, bye.”

She scurried into the living room.  “What the hell?  Oh, Jack…what’s wrong, puppy?”  She sat down beside us and stroked Cameron’s back.  His crying had not relented.

“Something really scared him, hon.  I don’t know.  Feel him.”

Her eyes went wide as she looked at me.  “I gotta go to Canine Club.  Same thing there, and a lot of them.”

“Shh!” I stopped her.  “Listen!  Everybody, quiet!”

We looked out past Sissy and Rutty in his high chair at the table.  Out beyond the screen door, floating on the wind and being carried from far away, were the sounds of countless dogs in torment.  Their ears were splitting, ringing, hurting them.  We could hear them, springing up beyond the trees that bordered our yard: neighbors everywhere with house pets in agony.

“Sissy, close the door, please,” I said.  I looked down at Jack.  I was holding him like a baby, clutching the blanket to his head, and he was still licking his lips.  I suddenly felt damp and looked down.  He had wet himself and the blanket, a lot.

“Oh, Andrew!  Look, Andrew, what the hell?!  Jack!”  Melissa had peeled the blanket away from his ears for a moment…his tender ears.  They were soaked in blood.  Cameron screamed and backed away, his hands to his mouth, and then ran crying to his room.

Poor Jack!  Oh, no, what happened to you! was all I could think.  “Oh my gosh, uh, look out, look out, let’s take him to the tub.  Quick!  Look out, Teaspoon, okay?”

Rutty started to cry.  It was true: he did what Cameron did.  Sissy was standing there just looking shocked out of her gourd.  Melissa extracted Rutty from his highchair, shushing him gently and patting his back.  She took him into Cameron’s room.

I got Jack into the bathroom and set him gently into the tub, as I slowly turned on some tepid water for him.  He urinated again in the tub, and was soaked from head to toe with sweat.  Around each of his dainty little ears, he had large circles of blood pooling downward.

My eyes began to well with tears.  We had just gotten him.  What the hell was going on??  I slowly scooped water up and gently laved his ears.  He looked at me with eyes that thanked me, but I could see beyond them: this was one helluva scared canine.  He couldn’t stop licking his lips, and now he was panting.  I don’t know what just happened but it was enough to assault his ears powerfully enough to make them bleed.  I knew dogs’ hearing was so much more sensitive than ours, but wow.

“Jack’ll be okay.  He’ll be okay, Sissy, I promise.”  She was standing behind me watching everything, in shock.

And just then, the low hum stopped.  The air had been thick with a heaviness that was more felt than heard, but it now ceased.

Jack’s little ears went up. He was panting, but he stopped and registered a change.  His panting slowly diminished.  His trembling slowed, and I could tell that, whatever I was feebly trying to do for him was having some modicum of comfort.  I tenderly washed around his ears, lightly scrubbing away the blood.  He had a few matted clumps of it still in his ears, but I didn’t want to go digging in there.  Would he be deaf?  Again, what the hell just happened?  Melissa blew a kiss and said she’d be back soon.

I could hear Cameron crying softly in his room.

Mick called me and I picked up.  “Hey.  I know, man.”

“What the hell was that?  Do you hear the dogs?  Is Jack okay?”

I was grateful that the kids couldn’t hear me.  “Uh, not sure yet.  Melissa’s heading down to Canine Club because the same thing happened there. I’ll keep you posted.”

“Okay.  Man if you need to cancel tomorrow, it’s totally fine, completely understand.”

“We’ll see.  I need to talk with Melissa when she gets home.  At the very least, we’d bring him with us, so he wouldn’t be trapped at home in fear.”  I checked to see where the kids were, and then lowered my voice to a whisper.  “His ears are bleeding, Mick.”

“What?”

“Both of them.  Bleeding.  A lot.  Whatever that was, nearly killed him and every other dog out there.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Melissa was still gone, and the four of us were gathered silently in the boys’ room on the floor, surrounding Jack. It was now 7:35pm, and the kids should have been knee deep in their bedtime routine by now.

Jack was lying on his side, and we all took turns stroking him.  Except for Rutty.  He was off with a book about snakes or lizards or something, on the periphery.  Thankfully though, Jack seemed at peace, and his eyelids were dancing up and down as we stroked him, about to fall asleep.  He was neither panting nor whining.  His ears were dry, but they twitched occasionally in discomfort.

“What do you think it was, dad?”

“Son, I don’t know.  But it was enough to hurt him and all the other dogs at Canine Club.  Dogs have really sensitive hearing, honey…he must have heard something on a super high frequency that we humans can’t hear.  I just don’t know what it was.”

“Will he be okay, daddy?  Please let him be okay,” he pleaded nervously, his tears renewing.

“He’ll be okay, honey.  He’ll be okay.  Watch.”

I looked at Jack, slowly, quietly moving a bit closer to his ear.  His eyes were closed.  “Jack,” I breathed quietly.

Jack did not answer.  I tried again.

“Jack, come here puppy.”

Our beloved dog’s eyes remained closed.

He could not hear us.  Oh Lord, our dog is deaf.

I looked around, knowing that Cameron would explode in tears any minute.  I timed the shifting of my feet on the carpet with the calling of his name.  “Jack.”  And fortunately, his eyes opened, and he looked up at us.

I could not bring myself to tell Cameron the truth of the matter, that Jack had responded to movement, not to sound.  I was almost certain he had gone deaf.  Whatever that was out there had assailed his ear drums.  I had already checked Apple News, but there was nothing there yet.  This may have just been local, in which case there would be something on the local news, surely.  I felt a panic welling up in me to turn on the TV, but I didn’t want the kids watching or hearing it, and Melissa was still not home yet.

“See?” I gulped.  “He’s fine, bub.  He’ll be fine,” I corrected myself.  “No need to worry.  Come on now, you guys gotta brush teeth and get ready for bed.  You too, Rut.”

They all stood there, momentarily surveying little Jack on the floor in the center of the room, and then they dutifully went to brush their teeth.

I rushed them through bedtime, but let Jack stay there in the room with them. Cameron placed one of his blankets over him, and then Rutty bent down and draped himself over him as another blanket.

And then, in the quiet of that little room, with all the kids around him, Rutty began to sing to Jack.

You are my sunshine, my only sunshine.  You make me happy, when skies are grey.  You’ll never know, Jack, how much I love you.  Please don’t take my sunshine away.

I don’t know how God makes little kids to know exactly what to say, but here was that secret ingredient again, causing my eyes to well over with pride and sadness.

“That was beautiful, penguin.  Good job, Rutty.”

“Thanks, Dada.”  He stroked Jack roughly, as only a two-year-old can.

Dear Lord, please let Jack be okay.

I kissed them all and tried to send both boys to their bunks.  They would not, and heavily protested. I was outnumbered.  All three of them formed a perimeter around Jack on the floor, in their blankets, pulling their pillows down to surround him with love.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Melissa had texted me that all was well at Canine Club and she was on her way home.  The kids were asleep, and I was out on the couch, alternating between texts with Melissa and Mick, and Apple News.  Still nothing.  I couldn’t bear it any longer, and I turned on the news.

There was nothing, and that was maddening.

Melissa arrived home and came in through the garage.  She found me in the living room leaning forward and scanning the channels for any news of the storm.  “Anything?” she asked nervously.

I shook my head.  She sighed and shook her head in return, and then walked back down the hall.

I heard her check in on the kids and Jack briefly, lightly opening the door and taking in the sight of all four of them lying in the middle of the floor on their pillows.  It didn’t sound like Jack was moving, and that broke my heart. I came up behind her and shifted my weight noisily on the floorboards, and that prompted him to flip his little head toward us.  I reached in and closed the door for Melissa, and walked her back to the living room.  We sat down and looked at each other.

“How’s Canine Club?” I asked her.

“Fine.  All of them.  Same as Jack.”

I had to say it.  “Hon, there’s something else.”  I filled my lungs with air, but couldn’t marry it to words.  She beat me to it.

“He’s deaf, isn’t he?”

That punched a hole in my lungs and I let it all out in a high-pitched whistle, slowly, as I nodded.  “Yeah.  I think so.”

Her head drooped.  “Poor Jack.  Oh man.  What do we do about him?  Did you tell Mick?”

I nodded.  “I don’t know if we should go tomorrow.”

“That’s gonna kill the kiddos.  They’ve been looking forward to this for weeks.”

“I know.  I know.  I mean, at the very least, if we go, we should take him with us.  But I don’t think we should go until later in the day.  Postpone it a bit.  See how the morning shapes up and give Jack some more time to recover.”

She nodded back to me, and sighed heavily, looking out through the back doors across the grass and the trees beyond.

“What the hell was that anyway?  I couldn’t find anything on the news.”

“Nor could I.”

We stayed up for another half hour, eagerly searching the channels, but there was only a trace report of it on News Channel 5 WTVF.  Neighbors reporting barking.  But no interviews with actual dog owners, and then on to other minutiae that would never matter more in a million years than our little Jack.

No news.  Nothing.  We went to bed with plenty of questions on our minds, not the least of which was, what the heck was going on?

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Saturday, June 6th, 2026, 8:35am

 

The day had arrived.  We woke up late, both of us, to the sound of the kids playing out in the living room as if last night had never happened. Jack was yipping merrily with them and playing whatever game they were playing.  I threw off the covers and went out to them.

“How is he?” I asked.

“He seems fine now, daddy,” Sissy said.  “But I don’t think he can hear very well, we’re trying to test it but all he wants to do is to play.”

“Jack!  Come here, boy!” Cameron urged, and he clapped his hands loudly.  Jack turned to him, and my eyebrows went up.  Maybe he was okay after all?  I studied him as he responded to Cameron’s clapping.  Maybe he’d be fine.  That gave me a deep sigh of hope, and I went to tell Melissa.  But turning around, I stole a quick look outside.  There was not a single cloud in the sky, as if the lightning last night had burned it all up.  Only far off east, probably way out over the Atlantic, there was a gathering billow of clouds cascading upward, but nothing for hundreds of miles around us, and the sun shone clearly.

Melissa was yawning and stretching in bed.

“Hon, Jack can hear a bit, it looks like.  I think he might actually be okay.”

“Well that’s some good news.  I got a few texts from Mindy overnight.  She says other than some lethargy and some of them being slightly skittish, all the dogs are back to their usual selves, and she’s chalking it up to a freak satellite transmission or something weird.”

“Yeah, that might explain it.  I’ll get the kids together and keep watching, and I’ll make some breakfast.  Can you text Sam and see where she and Mick are at as far as still going?  Do you wanna go?”

“Well, yeah, I think so, as long as Jack is okay.  It’s beautiful out.  Just wanna take it easy with him of course.”

“Definitely.  Okay, I’ll get started.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Saturday, June 6th, 2026, 11:07am

 

We wanted to give Jack all the time we could to recover.  He didn’t seem reticent to go outside at all, almost as if he had forgotten about last night.  Everything about him suggested that he was okay, and maybe he had just gotten a fair dose of audio shellacking and would eventually recover.  But if the dogs at Canine Club were recovering, then it stood to reason that he would as well.

Mick was overjoyed to hear that we were all going, and he said Jack could totally come in the RV if need be.  He was potty-trained after all.  Or, at least, he was until last night. So, with that, we all decided to head out at 1pm, and we’d be there about a quarter after.  We loaded up the kids and began the drive.  The sky was still relatively clear, and it was seventy-one degrees.  Perfect for a little skiing, a little barbecuing, and a little laying out in the sun with good friends.  Jack could run around to his heart’s content and splash in the water.

Everything was packed, and we were ready to go.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Saturday, June 6th, 2026, 4:12pm

 

Jack was doing fine.  He was cavorting with Rutty and splashing in the water, having a good old time.  We could see him from out here. Rutty was playing with him by the shore, and I could faintly make out Melissa and Samantha in their lawn chairs soaking up the sun as we sped away and rounded the corner toward the Cumberland.

We had dropped them off at Lake Barkley Beach and then headed back down to the Blue Spring Boat Ramp.  Kind of a long drive just to get there, but soon we were out on the water: Mick and me, and all four kids, suited up in life jackets.  Mick had a beer in his hand and a smile on his face.  The same could be said of me.  The boat was packed, and right now, Sissy was out there having the time of her life skiing.

Mick and I sped past Lake Barkley Marina, and I briefly thought about just keeping the boat here; it would be so much easier than hauling it home.  But I had a thing about leaving our boat out unattended, and didn’t want to do that.  The only thing weird about boating on Lake Barkley was the Buck Cunningham Cemetery right up north of the marina; that just felt somewhat sacrilegious to be running a speedboat out there and making all that noise.

Sissy stayed up for a good while!  She was doing well.  We were rounding the corner past Mineral Hill and coming back around when Sissy lost control and fell into the water.  It was funny: she kind of flailed and I thought she pointed, but then the wave got her and she sunk beneath them.  I slowed and circled, swinging back around east to get her.  As we pulled up, she was shouting something and pointing her finger.  I couldn’t hear over the roar of the boat.

“Great job, Sweetie!” I yelled to her as I pulled up.

“Dad, look!”

“What?” I said, smiling at her.

“Look!  Up there!  Cool!  Is it a UFO?”  Her little figure was bobbing in the water, but her arm held steady, pointing up at the sky behind us.

I turned back around and looked out beyond Little River, over the Cumberland, into the sky.  Something was descending through the firmament above us.  It was a dark, black mass that resembled an oval with a bit of an extension, coming down out of the atmosphere.  Kind of like a teardrop. It was slowly descending, and I felt my own head tilt in confusion.

“What is that?” Mick said, standing up.  “A chopper?  No, can’t be a chopper. It looks like a teardrop.”

The object had an oblong shape, dense and dark at the bottom, and thinning out at the top.

The boat was rocking and the engine still chugging, though the propellor had stopped.  For a moment I forgot about Sissy as our boat swung around toward her.  “Jeez!  Sissy, come here!” I said, leaning over and plucking her from the water.  Up she came like a bedraggled rat, not looking at me at all, her eyes fixed on the sky.  She wiped the water from her eyes and nose, as if she thought they might be distorting her vision.

She shook her head and blew out noisily. “Awesome,” she breathed, wide-eyed.  I didn’t share her sentiment.

There it was.

As it descended, I could just make out some shiny glints dropping from it and plummeting into the Cumberland below.  It looked like hundreds of them.  Were they water droplets?  Was the big mass wet?  What were the objects suspended there, and what had they dropped?

All the kids were gawking at it now as well.

I saw no reason for alarm yet, thinking it might be something like a weather balloon breaking up or something like that.  But something in me felt uneasy.

 “Daddy, that’s just like the other one, look,” Cameron said.

“Huh?” I asked him.  He was pointing southeast behind us.  I turned, and far off across the horizon I could see another one, descending at the same speed and in the same manner as the one closest to us.  It had to be over Nashville, or around there.  Our phones started ringing, but we couldn’t pull ourselves away.

“Mick, what the hell is that?  What is it?” I asked nervously.  As I did so, it was as if the object received a command of some kind, and it began to splinter.  The sky appeared through various cracks in the formation, and what once seemed to be one large object began to abruptly separate into seemingly dozens – no, hundreds – of smaller objects, separating into clusters of even smaller masses, fanning out from the center.  Before we knew it, the sky was littered with all of these dark dots, separating and spreading out across the canvas of the sky.

Our phones wouldn’t stop ringing.  I couldn’t take my eyes off of them.  One of them passed virtually right over us, a few hundred feet up, but it was hard to make out against the sky, even shielding my eyes.  I thought it was some kind of capsule, but unless my eyes were deceiving me, it had some kind of appendage to it, maybe more than one, as it skidded across the sky, propelled God knows how.

“Daddy, I don’t like it, what is it?” Cameron asked.

“I don’t know, Bub.  I – don’t know,” was all I could mutter.  I felt him draw closer into me.

In a matter of minutes, that one large dark object had disseminated into hundreds of little ones that were still moving out across the upper sky.  I saw a biplane approaching one of them, and as it did so, it veered out of the way and headed back west.

There was a strange pulsating hum in the air that made all of my goosebumps stand up.  A chill ran down my spine as I saw them detach and expand outward like an unwelcome blanket over our world.

Beneath the hum was an eerie disquieting sense of foreboding.  Whatever these things were held an unknown menace, I just knew it.

My phone.  It was still ringing.  So was Mick’s.  My attention snapped and I realized that could be the ladies.  By now they would have seen these things.  I picked up.

“Honey!  Oh, thank God.  Do you see it?  What is it?”

“I see it, I see it, I don’t know, hon.”

“Are the kids okay?”

“Kids are fine.  They’re – oh Mick look at that one, up there!” -here I pointed to one that was a bit lower and we could make it out a bit better- “okay, uh, we’re gonna come back now.”

“Holy shit,” Mick said.  “That’s an alien, dude.  A friggin’ alien.  It’s - an animal, buddy, it has arms.  I can see arms!  Okay, let’s go back, I wanna go back now.”

“Arms?!” Sissy breathed.  “No way!  It’s an alien!”

“Sissy! Be quiet please,” I said.  I saw it fairly clearly and didn’t want to see anymore.  I had seen enough.  A thrill of fright ran through me.

“Daddy…is it an angel?  I don’t wanna die, daddy,” Cameron whined, and wrapped his little arms around my waist.  I could feel him hiding behind me.

Melissa screeched through the phone.  “What did Mick say?  An alien?? Are you sure?”

“Hon, uh, I don’t know – it’s okay, Cameron – I don’t know.  We’re comin’ back, hon.  Just hold tight and we’ll be there in a few minutes.”

I didn’t want to stick around.  We’d already lingered long enough, and if Mick was right, I didn’t want to stay any longer, and I certainly didn’t want the kids to be unsafe.

“Hold tight, hon.  Stay on with me.  Everybody sit down!  Just stay on with me.”

I could hear Rutty crying in the background, and Jack was barking.  Poor Rutty.  Poor Jack.

I sat down.  Melissa continued.

“I just checked the news…there’s a report from Guatemala City that they saw the first one coming down about an hour ago.  Big one.  Did the same thing this one did!  And there’s another one down over Nashville, did you see that one?  We can barely make it out but Sam saw it.  They came down and then they just spread out.  There was, like, I don’t know, a rain of these shiny things from them as they came.  That’s what the news said.”

“Hon, hang on.  Just – we’re coming. Mick, here, can you – Mick!” I yelled at him.  “Take this please,” I said, handing him the phone nervously as well as angrily.

“Yeah, Melissa, we don’t know,” Mick said. “We’re, uh, we’re coming back now.  Sam okay?”

I couldn’t hear her reply – Conner interrupted my thoughts.  “Look!  Way over there, southwest, there’s another one coming down over there!  Can you see it?  I can barely make it out but it’s way high up, can you see it?”

“No way!” said Sissy, excitedly, and moved over to the starboard side of the boat, leaning and peering out.

“Daddy, let’s go, please can we go?” Cameron asked.

Mick breathed out a nervous sigh.  My flesh crawled.  I didn’t want to see another one.  I just wanted to get us in gear.  I turned the key and started us up again, shifting the throttle forward to full. “Hold on everybody.”

“Dude, that’s Memphis. I bet it’s headed toward Memphis,” Mick said simultaneously as we powered forward.  The wind began to slice over us as I made for the boat ramp to get us back on the trailer.

Those things were over our head, and they were all around us.  And they had arms.  And something like dangling tentacles, if I saw that one clearly enough.  I took one look southwest and indeed there was yet another large mass dropping down out of the sky.

“And there’s one the other way!  Look!  Isn’t that Louisville up there, dad?” Hadley asked.

“Shh, it’s okay, sweetheart,” Mick said, but out of the corner of my eye I could see him shift his body around and look northeast. “Dammit,” he breathed.  “Andy what the hell are they?”

I had no answers.  I didn’t know.  All I knew was that I saw something up in the sky a month ago at the picnic.  All I knew was that cell service freaked out a few nights ago.  All I knew was that we had had a lightning storm.  All I knew was that Jack had gone virtually deaf because of something up there.

And all I knew now was that these things were the cause of it.

I didn’t look up.  We reached the boat ramp.  Mick handed my phone to Cameron, and he jumped wildly out into the water with my keys in order to back up the truck.

“Hi Mama.”

I steered the boat onto the trailer.

“I don’t know.  Yes I’m fine, but I’m scared, Mama.”

I didn’t look up.

“We’re on the boat ramp.” Cameron started to cry.  “I’m sorry, Mama.”

Hearing his tiny sobs, I started to cry as well.  The other kids continued to watch them fan out across the sky.

“I just wanna be home with Jack.  Is Rutty okay, Mama?”

I didn’t look up. Mick pulled us out.

“They’re all over, Mama.  They’re all over the sky.”

We all hopped out and Mick moved over to shotgun.  The kids all piled into the Sienna and we screamed around the bend to get to the park.

Do we go home?  Do we go to Mick’s?  Do we go to the fire station?  Where do we go?  I looked up only once at the darkening sky.  But it wasn’t darkening only because of sunset.

I just wasn’t sure what to do.

6   |   INVASION

 

Saturday, June 6th, 2026, 8:42pm

 

Everyone was trying to remain calm.  No one knew what they were.

We had all just pulled into our place and were sitting around the TV.  We passed a few of them, just floating there, along Old Dover Road on our way home.  I tried not to look.  The nearest one was right down the road from us, above the two cemeteries on either side of Old Dover.  It was just hovering there.  They all were: hovering, and staring up at the sky, God knows why.  But they were on every channel, all over the news.

When we had arrived at the park, our wives were in a panic.  They were holding each other, holding Rutty, and desperately trying to shush Jack.  Sam looked like she had been crying and was sort of hyperventilating; Mick gave her a paper bag.

Melissa was a bit tougher than Sam.  She looked stern and dead set on just getting home. I hugged her tightly and just said, “I don’t know; let’s go.”  All I wanted was to get home to my gun, a Glock 19 Gen 5.  Mick and Sam said they’d just come home with us so we could be together.  Jack quieted on the way as we held him, although he had resorted to growling now anytime we saw one.  We passed a few on our way when my mom called me.

“Honey, oh my goodness, are you and Melissa and the kids okay?”

“We’re fine, mom.  I just…I don’t know what this is.  We’re all driving home from the lake.  You guys okay?”

“We’re fine.  They’re everywhere.  Is it the same for you?”

“It’s the same all over the planet, mom.  We’re just on our way home to get indoors and check out the news.  Mick and Sam and the kids are with us. Dad okay?”

“He’s fine.  We’re both fine.  He’s a bit more lucid right now,” -she was lowering her voice- “and he’s making jokes like all get out.  At least he’s got a sense of humor in the whole thing,” she said, and I could practically hear her rolling her eyes.

“Yeah, well, do me a favor and stay indoors, okay?” I pleaded.  “And frankly, you guys have the bomb shelter, you might think about readying it, if you know what I mean.”

She was silent on her end, except for the sigh.  “You really think it’ll come to that?”

“Mom, I have no idea.”

When we arrived home, we pulled into the garage and closed it quickly.  “You got Rutty?” I asked Melissa.  She nodded.  The older kids were in boosters and could take themselves out.  I flew into the house and slammed the garage door into the wall.  The birds were in a panic in their cages: flapping about in a frenzy.  I did a double-take and covered them with a blanket, then ran upstairs to our bedroom hutch.  There, on the top shelf in the back, under some of Melissa’s older clothes, was my gun.  We kept it there.  The bullets were in my nightstand.  I grabbed both, loaded it and chambered a round, then stuck it in my back pocket.

And now, we just gathered there.  In front of our TV, we all hunched, flipping between the channels.  Channel 5 said they had been spotted up and down the continent.  In our naiveté – and perhaps our hubris – many had assumed it was an ‘America’ thing.  But international affiliates were patched in and they reported more of the same.  Moscow, Lisbon, Paris, Beijing, many more places reported it.

The President, they said, was immediately moved aboard Air Force One as a security precaution, accompanied by F-22 Raptor escorts.  The Vice President was at the White House trying to maintain order amidst the chaos.  People were fleeing the major cities in droves.  In every scene, amateur and professional footage captured the same chaos.  It was always hazy, blurry, grainy shots, zooming in and slowly bringing into focus these hovering sentinels.

“What the hell do they want?” asked Samantha.

“Mommy, Miss Sam said hell,” Rutty stopped and declared.  “She said hell, Mama.”  He had been playing with a toy fire truck on the carpet and turned to alert Melissa.  He practically clicked his tongue at her, glaring in two-year-old fiery judgment.

“Sorry, Rutty,” Sam said quietly, watching the screen.

“I know, baby, it’s okay.  Honey where’s Jack?”

“Jack? Here boy.”  And then I shook my head.  Duh.  Of course he couldn’t hear me.  I know we had brought him in because I let him go before me.  I didn’t see him outside, but walking down the hall I found him, shortly, lying in the middle of the boys’ floor again.  That was a place of comfort for him, apparently. I closed the door silently behind me and went back to the living room.

All of the kids were clustered together on the couch, leaning forward with their elbows on their knees, except for Cameron, who was sitting on the floor with arms up over his knees and his face partially concealed behind his arms.  The kid was scared.  I went over and sat by him and put my arm around him.

I looked around.  None of us had even eaten dinner, but no one cared.  Our food was news.  There were no words between us.

Channel 5 just went on and on.  They were definitely alien lifeforms. Even the haziest cellphone footage showed it.  You could see their appendages, make out their heads, discern their chest. They were not identical in any way: differing in ethnicity as much as say, New York to Louisiana, or Africa to India.

But everywhere they were, we had to divert our natural course because of them.  Airplanes diverted to the nearest airports, changing their flight paths to avoid collisions.  People wandered out into intersections and were hit by vehicles who were also paying attention to the wrong thing. Window washers up cleaning skyscrapers could look not a hundred feet away from them, and there was a creature suspended there between earth and sky. People in baseball stadiums, when right in the thick of a game, they came down and hovered there.  Entire stadiums stopped and looked up, puzzled, gawking and pointing.

Satellites over the Atlantic ocean were reported to be glitchy; their signals intermittent and choppy.  Many of them just fell right out of the sky, landing into the deep churning waters of the Atlantic. Marine vessels were rerouted; flights were diverted, traffic was redirected; a controlled mayhem had drifted down upon all of us at the same disquieting tempo as the aliens had.

Military personnel held press conferences and dissuaded the American populace from using force of any kind.  There were too many of them now, and we didn’t want to risk angering, or even ‘awakening’ even one of them.  What if they were angelic messengers?

But there was one report that had us all sitting up in rapt attention, glued to the screen.  A group of neighbors in Hackensack, New Jersey, equipped with DJI drones, flew them up close to the aliens.  That one got our attention.

Dark, pallid, bumpy and slimy bodies with elongated arms.  Strange flaps running down along both sides of their bodies, like gills.  Stretched and dangling tentacles hanging from their bases, like an octopus.  On whatever it was – maybe their neck? – on the back side of it they all had some kind of shiny rock attached to them, like one of those chemotherapy ports cancer patients have put in.  Every one of them had one.  All of them were humming quietly, all of them had their eyes closed, all of them were hovering and staring upwards, as if waiting for some sign.

“Oh, man,” I breathed.  “Look at that.”

The drones circled around one of them, trying to figure out how it was even suspended there with no movement.  Was it willpower?  Or was there some physiologically-generated circulation of air happening that was imperceptible to us?

Everywhere, though, the questions persisted.

Would they hurt us?  Were they here to help?  What did they want?  The not knowing was killing all of us.  I just wondered if that would be the only thing that would kill us, eventually, or would there be something more solid.

Only time would tell, because for now, they said and did nothing, and offered us no solace. They say knowledge is power, and we had no knowledge.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Sunday, June 7th, 2026, 2:51am

 

Bored wouldn’t be the word, but perhaps ‘helpless’ might better describe it.  The news channels couldn’t offer any more plausible conjecture than we ourselves were coming up with, and all of the kids had fallen asleep on the couch, or the floor.  There was no real ‘news.’  We could easily step out onto our back porch and just look up, and there they were.

Mick, Sam, Melissa and I were rubbing our eyes out and yawning so much we might split at the ears.  They had talked about not waking the kids, but this was all so new and frightening, and they wanted to be with their kids and vice versa, so they woke them briefly, loaded them in their RV and made the short trip home.

Along Old Dover, there weren’t a lot of streetlights.  So, if one was so inclined, one could step away from one’s house and gaze up into the night sky and see a fairly unfettered look at the stars.  I was inclined, and as they pulled out I dared to look up.  I could dimly make out a few more of them over our neighborhood, lit up faintly and eerily by Mick’s headlights on their way home south.

“Damn,” was all I could say.  I felt my gun poke against my butt through my back pocket, making its presence known.  I shook my head, and went back inside.  Melissa was still on the couch, and she had Rutty on her chest, lightly stroking his back.  He was still in the same diaper as he was in this afternoon, and he was puffy, but at least he felt safe enough to fall asleep.  Cameron and Sissy were curled up next to each other in our plush recliner.

I looked at Melissa and shook my head.  She widened her eyes to show her mutual disbelief, and shook her own head.  The TV droned on, though we had dropped the volume.  We were spared so many commercials, thankfully, and the whole process reminded me of 9/11, though I was only fifteen at the time.  I remembered.  This whole thing had smacked of that, for sure.  All of the channels did the only thing they could do: play every last byte of video footage they had amassed, which brought us only more questions and no answers.

There was some talk that the stock market was going to take a massive hit.  People were fleeing the major cities in cars, trucks, vans, buses, whatever they could, just to get to more rural areas.

“Hon, I think we need to go to church tomorrow.  If there is a tomorrow,” I muttered in defeatism.

“I think you mean today,” Melissa corrected me.

“What?”

“Today.  It’s almost three in the morning, hon.”

“Good Lord,” I breathed.  “Wow. Yeah, we need to go to church today. There’s gonna be a lot of scared people out there.  I’m absolutely blown away that we didn’t get any calls from the fire department tonight.  Pastor Bill and Sandi got their work cut out for them to smooth away a lot of worries tomorrow.”

That’s the last thing I remember saying, because I sat on the loveseat on the edge closest to Melissa and Rutty, and fell fast asleep.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Sunday, June 7th, 2026, 9:02am

 

Something jolted me awake.  I sat up in a panic and looked around.  Bright light streamed in through the windows, and I looked around me.  Thank God, I thought.  There were Melissa and Rutty, and Cameron and Sissy on the recliner.  What a freaking horrible dream, I thought.  But then sanity clawed at me, and I realized that that’s exactly where everyone fell asleep last night watching the news.  And Jack confirmed it.

There was our terrier, sitting at the back door, growling intently at something out there.

My heart sank as I slowly got up, rubbed my eyes, yawned, and stumbled to the back door.  I didn’t want to look, but Jack’s growling made me.  I suddenly panicked as I felt my gun pushing against my butt, realizing in shock that I had not put it away, but rather had slept with it in my pants all night long.  Glock 19’s don’t have safety’s.  That could have ended very badly.

I pulled open the back door and slowly willed my eyes to the skyline.  What greeted me visually there is a sight I will never forget, and it sucked the wind out of me.

The aliens had at least doubled in number. The sky was dotted through and through with tiny black shapes, some larger as they drew nearer to us: all hovering, all humming.  Overnight, during the course of those five hours we had been asleep, many more of them had silently drifted down through the heavens, taking up their own positions.  All of them were roughly fifty feet above the ground, just hanging there.  What they were taking up positions for was a mystery to all of us.

I swore and gritted my teeth in frustration.

We needed to get to church.  If this was Biblical, or wrath of God, or end times, or whatever you wanted to call it, we needed to know from an authoritative source.

That source was Pastor Bill.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Sunday, June 7th, 2026, 10:37am

 

“I don’t care, Adelynn Hope.  Get your clothes on and get your butt in the car!  You are not going to sit here and just stare at those damned things out there!  And Rutty, don’t even call me on swearing!”  I finished, and pointed at him.

Rutty looked at Melissa questioningly.  “It’s okay, honey, daddy’s just mad at the visitors, not you.”

I sighed.  “That’s right.  Daddy’s mad at the visitors.  And Daddy would like some answers please. So Adelynn Hope, get your clothes on and get in the car now.  You too, Cameron.”  I hated arguing with my children.

Adelynn was about to protest once more, but Melissa threw her pointy finger down the hall toward her bedroom, and Adelynn does what Melissa tells her to.  I don’t know why, but she feels like she can argue more with me.

“Look, daddy,” Rutty said.  “I drew one of the sky monsters outside.”  He handed me a crayon drawing.

I took it and scooped him up on the way out.  “Oh, honey, that’s beautiful.  But they’re not sky monsters.  It’s okay.  I mean we don’t know if they’re monsters yet.  We’ll find out.  This is beautiful, though, kiddo.”

At least we had had breakfast, and I had my coffee.  I would be a lot madder if I hadn’t.  While making breakfast I found myself repeatedly looking out the window and up at the sky every freaking five minutes to see if even more of them had arrived.  Melissa had come out when she woke up, and took a look at them, just shaking her head.  She had no words.

They were still fanning out, and the news stations were going wild now.  I shut it off before the kids woke up.  We didn’t need to get sucked into that vortex and spat out on the other side.  We needed answers.  And I wasn’t going to sit here while Sissy was so enthralled with them, bordering on worship. I already wanted them gone.  So did every one of us but her.  Well, except maybe Rutty, who obviously didn’t understand any of it anyway. We loaded in the minivan and headed to church.

“We need to get out of here,” Melissa said.

I huffed.  “Where?” I replied, shaking my head.  “They’re everywhere."

“We need to leave,” she insisted.

I shrugged my shoulders.  “And go where?  I mean, look up, hon.  Where are we gonna go?  They’re everywhere.”

And now we were arguing at each other, when we were really mad at them.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Sunday, June 7th, 2026, 11:05am

 

“I can imagine how frightened you all must be right now.  We have one of them right above us, after all,” said Pastor Bill.  “But as Hebrews 6:19 tell us, we have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure,” he encouraged us.

Sandi was right down the row from us, and I could see her nodding.  She seemed entirely unphased.  Just then I looked past her out the window and saw black dots in the sky.  I wished they would pull the blinds.

All of us were gathered inside.  On any given Sunday, the kids would be off in the preschool and children’s ministry.  The sanctuary was packed.

I could see Anya and Justus down the row from us, with little Liam on their lap, binky in his mouth just like our Rutty.  He was playing with a toy boat; Rutty had a little book with a yellow ducky that punched through all the pages, and you could push in on it and it would squeak.  He did that at odd intervals, looking back up at Melissa and smiling at her through his binky.

“Now, it’s true, we don’t know what they are nor why they’re here.  We’ll find out in time.  And I, like you, hope that they have good intentions.  Maybe they’re angelic messengers.  I don’t know.  We’ll see.”

Something about the way he said we’ll see – I don’t know.  Call me crazy but I didn’t totally get that he was looking forward to that revelation, nor did I get the sense that he believed they were.

For me, they were neither angelic nor messengers.  My gut said they were not here for our benefit…not one bit.

“Don’t go jumping to conclusions about end times, the rapture, or Armageddon.  There’s a lot that’s supposed to happen before that, biblically, okay?” he chuckled, waving us down. “For all of you, just know that we’re going to watch and wait.  Sandi and I will be in prayer all the time, and we’ll be reachable via phone as much as we can.

“Keep using the prayer chain for anything that comes up.  Some of you may have heard that Joann had an emergency last night and was brought to the hospital.  She’s doing fine, she just got a little scared, like we all did.  But she’s fine.”

That was odd…I didn’t get a call.  I looked over at Mick and he shook his head in confusion.  If there was a 911 call, we would have heard about it.  Maybe she drove herself, or someone just up and drove her to the hospital.  I wondered how many more had happened exactly like that.

“For all of you,” Pastor Bill continued, “I want you to remember something.  No – sorry.  The Lord wants you to remember something.  We need to start living Psalm 3:3 lives right now.  ‘But you, O Lord, are a shield around me, my glory, the One who lifts my head high.’  He is our Lord.  He is our shield.  He is our glory.  He lifts our heads.  And, as Moses said to the people of Israel when they were getting ready to cross over the Red Sea, ‘Fear not. Stand firm and you will see the deliverance the Lord will bring you today.’  Amen?”

We all resounded it, but I’ve never believed that word less.  All our hopes were nervously pinned to it now. The only consolation was that Psalm 3:3 was Melissa’s favorite worship song.

“Let’s not get all bent out of shape just because they came on six-six-two-six.  There’s a two in there, folks.  These things aren’t the devil.  The Bible says we’ll know the devil when he comes, okay?”

I looked around and all of us were nodding.  I honestly hadn’t put two and two together with their arrival on 6/6/26, there being three sixes in there.  Didn’t strike me as antichrist-related at all, but I know why he said it.

“Amen.  Alright.  So, anyone still up for our bowling at Southern Lanes in Hopkinsville tonight?”

Some of us nervously chuckled.

Others exhaled noisily and rolled their eyes.

Pastor Bill stopped laughing and regarded us soberly.  “Well, I can see we have a long way to get to peace.”

We made our way out, waving and wishing others well, but I couldn’t shake the odd sensation that we weren’t just saying ‘see you later’ to these people.

We were saying goodbye.

And then?  We just drove home in silence, brooding and praying.  They hadn’t hurt us…yet.  Maybe they wouldn’t ever hurt us.  The truth, however, was that I believed that thought as much as I could throw it.

There were no dad jokes at dinner that night.  Melissa had three smokes, back to back, before bed.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Monday, June 8th, 2026, 05:00am

 

I woke up with a start, and immediately went out to the living room and checked the news.  There, clear to see at the bottom of the screen, was the stock ticker.

Just as expected, the market had absolutely crashed upon opening.  The Dow Jones had fallen twelve hundred and sixty seven points at opening.  That was the biggest decline since 9/11… since Covid….by far.  Every channel was a collage of split screens and numerous reports from all over the globe.  No area was immune.  The remotest parts of the world had them floating over them.  Easter Island.  La Rinconada.  Antarctica.  Motuo.  Faroe Islands.  Siberian Russia.  The Kerguelen Islands.  Oymyakon.  McMurdo Station.  Tristan da Cunha.  Every single place on Earth was covered, or was about to be, as they still came down and took up position.

Again, we had no idea why.

All air traffic had been grounded as well: the first full ground stop since September 11th, 2001.  The skies were completely silent except for that damned humming.  But the President was still aboard Air Force One and was being shuttled from place to place, refueling in the air, and I wondered what they could see up there.

They had to have come from some place.  Was there a mother ship up there somewhere?  How could they enter our atmosphere so slowly, through all that pressure?  Did coming down in a greater mass allow them a more commodious entry into our atmosphere?  Like, if they came in individually, they’d all burn up in our atmosphere, so they clustered or something?  Who the hell knew.  Now I’m starting to use words like ‘commodious,’ I thought crazily.

Suddenly, another thought flashed in my mind.  Rutty’s third birthday party was in four days!  We had lost track of time and hadn’t ordered anything, hadn’t sent out the reminders, hadn’t given it a second thought.  Everything had ground to a halt Saturday afternoon.  I sighed heavily and looked down the hall. That joyful little boy was sleeping soundly.  No matter what, he deserved to have a birthday party.  We weren’t going to let a bunch of floating aliens wreck it for him.

Jack still growled a bit at them up there in the sky.  By now, there were even more of them, and it looked like more were still coming down as I shook my head yet again, forcing a labored sigh.  I let Jack out to potty, and he’d stand there with one paw up, sniff suspiciously around, and then go about his business.  Was he acclimated to them already?  It hadn’t even been two full days yet since they showed up.  That Saturday, oh that Saturday, only two days ago, before everything changed…

Cameron’s alarm went off and he dutifully got up for school.  Melissa came out into the hall in her bathrobe as he started to pour himself some cereal.  He didn’t glance out the window; he knew they were there just from the general tension in the house.  Melissa looked at me doubtfully and frowned.  “You’re not sending him to school, are you?  No way, Andrew!”

“What? The kids have to go to school.”

“Oh no they don’t!” she half-screamed.  “Hell, no!  Not anymore!  Not until this, this – whatever this is – is resolved.  They’re all staying home, and we’re going to be helping each other through it.  Math and English can wait, dammit.”  She reached for her smokes and headed outside.

"Melissa...” I pleaded.

She took one look up in the sky, sighed, shook her head, and then sat down.  A moment later I saw bluish-gray smoke waft by outside and heard a long noisome exhale.

I turned to Cameron, and he turned to me.

“Feel like staying home for the rest of your life, Bub?”  His eyes went wide.  “Yeah.  Me too.  I gotta go though. I love you.  Come here.”

Cameron drew into me and I bear hugged him.  “Hey.  Look at me.  I know this is scary.  We don’t know any more than you do about why they’re here.  Just know that you’re loved, and we’ll take care of you and protect you.  You be strong and take care of Rutty and Sissy and protect them.  Even Mama, too.  Okay?”

He nodded slowly.  He wasn’t very talkative this morning.  Brooding was getting the best of him as well.

In twenty more minutes, I was on my way to East Golden Pond Fire Department.  Mick texted me that he was on his way.  It was only a seven-minute drive, but it felt like it took an hour, passing under so damn many of them hovering up there above me.  My brow was furrowed the whole time, wishing I could just stay home with my family.  But the Chief reported that he needed everyone in today, so we all headed in now.

We pulled up to the station.  All the guys were gathered inside the firehouse, standing around one of the trucks.  The Chief was standing there talking with them and he looked over as we pulled up.

“Shipley.  Thomas.  Hey fellas.  Come on in.”

“Hey Chief Iverson.”  He hugged us one by one as we gathered around him.  There were a few EMTs there that we had worked with as well.

Chief Iverson was a big heavyset man who towered over everyone else.  In his sixties now, but still possessing the remnants of a muscular frame from before he got cirrhosis of the liver and had to slow down, he was our leader.  He was a gentle giant, with a heart of gold.  Big, wavy salt-and-pepper hair encrusted his crown, and Iverson had huge flapping jowls.  If you didn’t know any better, you would take one look at him and guess that he had stepped out of some Time Magazine covering FDNY and 9/11.  Except for the fact that he had a staunch southern accent.

We were all just grateful his liver was hanging on.

“Okay, gang’s all here.  I know you all live close by, and I figured it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience to have you come in,” Iverson said. “Yeah, I could have texted you this, but those things in the sky have changed things up, and I need you here to talk some things over.

“Guys, we all know what they are.  They’re not from around here.  We’ve all been through enough emergencies in our lifetime where we’ve dealt with some crazy shit, but this beats all of it.  There are some scared people out there right now.  We’ve already had a few palpitations, heart attacks, even a code.”  Iverson shifted in his shoes and cleared his throat.  “The way I see it, only three possibilities exist.  One, they change their mind and leave.  Two, the military makes them leave.  Or Three, they decide to stick around and see what we taste like.”

See what we taste like? Had he really just said that?

‘Of all those possibilities, call me crazy, but I think we’re looking at Three,” he said, and took a huge sigh, forcing a smile to his lips.  “So here’s what we do.  You all have radios.  You all know what to do.  You’re all a short drive away.  We didn’t do this even during the pandemic, but we’re doin’ it now.  From this point forward, everybody works remotely and stays on call, with one man on point each day for calls and emergencies.  There’s no difference between hanging out here and waiting for an emergency, or doing it from your home.

“Right now, there’s no better place for you all to be than with your families.  Should those things wake up, all hell’s gonna break loose down here, and they’re not that far away.  I mean, hell, just look at ‘em.  Look at that one, a block away and fifty feet up.  Cripes.

“So take your gear, take your coat, take your helmet, and go on home and stay there until this order is rescinded.  I’ve already spoken to the mayor and he agrees.  You’re essential workers, but right now it’s essential that your family works.  So go home to them and I’ll get a rotation going.  Got it?” He looked around at all of us, and we nodded. A few of our guys were single, some in relationships, but most of us were married and many of us had kids.  This was a gracious move and one that we all appreciated.  Being at home would afford us some sanity in being able to take care of our spouses and kids.

“Alright,” Chief Iverson said.  “It could get dicey soon.  Who knows,” he said, casting a quick glance up at the creature overhead nearby.  “No way the military’s gonna try to shoot all these things down and risk collateral damage.  They’re all over the damned planet, and there must be hundreds of thousands of them by now.  So go home and exercise Option Three.  Hug your wife and kids.  Stay on call and watch your texts.  Anybody changed their phone number recently that I should know about?  Okay, good.  Get outta here, all of ya.  I love ya.”

“Love ya too, Chief,” we all echoed.  Chief Iverson was a good man who we all respected, and this was a great and necessary move.

“Stay off the news.  I mean it.  Don’t let it rule your life.  Do things with your family.  Connect.  Get in there.  Love ‘em. Don’t let this time be dominated by fear and worry, okay?  Does no one good.”

So, with that, less than an hour after I arrived at the station, I was heading back home, and so was Mick, with all of our gear.  Mick was on the first rotation, and we’d all shift daily, trying to handle everyone’s needs on the day we were on point. I wondered what needs would arise when it was my turn, and if I would be able to handle them. I wondered how long we’d be on remote duty. And I wondered how prescient Iverson’s predictions would end up being.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Monday, June 8th, 2026, 08:16am

 

“Hon? What are you doing home?”

Melissa peeked down the hall around the corner as I came in through the garage.  Her eyes looked red.

“Iverson felt it would be better if we were all home, given our, ahem, situation,” I raised my eyebrows.  “I’m actually profoundly grateful.  Now I don’t have to worry about you guys while I’m away.”

Melissa came and embraced me, burying her head into my chest.  And then, quietly, she began to cry.

“Oh, hon, come here,” I said, wrapping my arms around her.  “Come here.”  I held her and just swayed.  “I love you, every day, more and more, over and over.  I know what you’re going through.”

“Do you?”

I looked down at her, confused.

“Hon, the kids are up in the playroom.  I sent them up there and told them to stay a while because I didn’t want them to see me crying, and I don’t want to send them outside.  After you left, Rutty drew a picture of one of the ‘sky monsters hugging Jack and making his ears all better.’  And then Cameron told him to stop it, that the aliens aren’t good, that they’re not here for our benefit, and then Sissy started firing away at Cameron because she’s interested in them.

“And here I was, trying to be the good mom and adjudicate all this nonsense, tell Rutty that I was proud of him and oh what a beautiful drawing,” -here she took on a mocking tone- “and then I had to shift gears at seventy miles an hour and lay into Cameron and then lay into Sissy!”

I deflated.  The kids being home all the time was going to wear on her anyway.  Add a few thousand hovering aliens overhead into the mix and it was a recipe for high stress.

“I mean what am I supposed to do?  What are we, what are any of us supposed to do?  What’s your mom and dad supposed to do?”

“I don’t know, hon.”

“I’m just glad mine don’t have to live through this.”

“Oh, sweetheart, don’t say that.”  Six years prior, Melissa’s parents had been killed in a house fire.  At least they had met our firstborn before they passed, but what a terrible way to go.  Live through this? I thought.  I’d hate to die through that.

“You know what I mean.  What if they attack, Andrew?  What will we do?  I feel this urgent pressing need to just get in the car and just go somewhere.”  She separated from me and flailed her arms around.  “But where?  North, south, east, west, they’re there, hon!”

“Who’s where?” Cameron asked.  He was sitting silently at the top of the stairs.  Melissa turned in surprise and then her breath was stolen from her as she turned away.

“We’re talking about the aliens, Bub.  It’s okay.  We’re just trying to figure things out.”

“Figure what out?”

“Well,” I said, moving to the bottom of the stairs and watching him through the pickets.  “Figuring out where to go, what to do if…well…if they change what they’re doing.”

Cameron’s face clenched, and his little lungs filled up to maximum capacity with air.  His face scrunched so hard I thought he would pass out.  “Are they gonna hurt us, Dad?”

“Son, I don’t know.  I just don’t know.”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Tuesday, July 21st, 2026, 6:03pm

 

It was a quiet dinner.  It had now been forty-five days since the invasion, and there had been nothing from the aliens…only reports about them, including something on the news about them sweating in the heat of the day.  Someone said that if you stood under them you could feel the drips of sweat cascading down their slimy bodies.  But they seemed to be willing to endure it…for now at least.

Earlier that day, Chief Iverson and the rest of our gang had had a group text about resuming in-house operations, but most guys had become so accustomed to being home with their family, and the aliens hadn’t left yet.  I wondered if this, too, would become ‘the new normal,’ as so many things had become following the pandemic of 2020.  Remote work had increased exponentially after Covid-19.

The kids were out of school.  They had finished up remotely, as if we were in the midst of a pandemic again.  The truth is that we actually were: it’s just that instead of the virus being inside us, it was above us, everywhere.  So, here we were, stuck in our homes and growing a bit more tired of each other, more beleaguered as the days melted slowly together.

Rutty’s birthday had come and gone, and none of us had the energy or optimism to celebrate with a big party. We also didn’t want to invite a bunch of people to come over as gas prices had shot through the roof after the appearance of these things, and the subsequent market crash.  It was nearing six dollars a gallon, and that was ridiculously unsustainable.  Oh, Melissa and I feigned excitement to some degree in the midst of the oppressive presence covering our world, but in truth, no decent parent would let their child’s birthday go uncelebrated.  Especially three years old.  He was our precious little penguin, and we were going to celebrate him.

Mick and Sam and their kids came over, up the road under the shadow of those things hovering there.  We opened his presents, and celebrated him richly.  Three years old.  So hard to believe.  But then again, the passing of every year, and the turning of one year older, for all of them, was always hard to believe and accept.  And soon, Cameron would be seven and Sissy would be six.

And life would go on.

Every single time I stepped outside and saw them, it was an involuntary reflex that I would just shake my head and sigh.  It didn’t matter if I had just seen them five seconds earlier.  We were actually growing accustomed to them, but they were just there: seemingly devoid of purpose, annoyingly so, haunting our daylight and our dusk, mysteriously and eerily invading our Earth, our space, our lives, our very souls.  In forty-five days, I had grown a bit more resolved that we needed to go on living.  Until proven otherwise, I was going to try to believe that maybe they would someday just go away after all.  Option One, as Chief Iverson had put it.  I had to believe that for my own sanity, no matter how faint and small that wick of belief was smoldering.

“Well, I for one am not going to let these damn things – yes, Rutty, I said damn, forgive me…”

“You said it two times now, Daddy,” Rutty said.

I sighed.  “You’re right.  I’m sorry.  And, I’m sorry.  But I’m not going to let these things keep me down.  It’s time for a Dad joke.  Now who’s with me?”

I threw down that challenge like nobody’s business.  I truthfully missed the silliness of dinnertime.

We were all gathered at the table, and Jack was perched in his usual spot below us, looking expectantly up at whomever had a fork raised to their mouth.

“Well?” I asked them again.

Sissy sighed.  “Do it, Daddy.”

Rutty had been watching them and looked over at me, holding out a thumbs up like an olive branch.

“Alright.  Alright.  Here goes.”  I thought for a second, trying to open that creaking vault that had become rusty in the doldrums of the past month and a half.

“Ah!  Okay.  Here we go.  What do you call a loaf of sourdough at the zoo?”

They looked at me, perplexed.

“Bread in captivity!”  I held my arms out.  “Eh??” I asked, waiting for their approval.

Melissa was the first to burst out laughing.  “Oh, that is terrible.  Awful, Andrew!”  And her laugh became a guffaw, to the point where she was holding her side, and coughing and retching from her smoky lungs.

I’m not sure Sissy totally got it, because she was looking at the others, but Cameron eventually clued in and his face contorted into laughter.  He busted up as Rutty turned to me and said, “Dada you’re silly.”

“No, you’re silly.”

“No! You’re silly!” he said, pointing at me accusingly.

“No, I’m silly!” I agreed.  “Wait…that’s not what I meant…no wait, I meant you’re silly…I mean…agh!” I threw my arms around wildly in confusion like I had messed up, and Rutty took that to mean that he had won a contest against me.

In time, laughter slowly died, and we all looked around at each other, smiling somberly, and returning to picking at our food.

“Let’s keep the laughter alive.  If we don’t have laughter, we don’t have life.  Okay?”

One by one, they nodded.  Melissa reached over and took my hand, and I gripped hers gently, mouthing I love you.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Monday, August 10th, 2026, 11:29am

 

Sixty-five days since they appeared.  They were still there, and no change had come over them, still floating there and pointing skyward.  I felt that things were leading up to an inevitable conclusion, and sometimes that feeling was accompanied by a fair dose of dread.

It appeared that yet even more of them had come down over the past day, but for now, that looked to be all of them.  The sky was so peppered with them.  In sixty five days, millions of them had to have come down.

Mom called me. “Hey, mom. How you doin’?”

Her voice sounded nervous.  “Fine, hon.  Hey, do you have a minute?”  I thought I could hear shouting in the background.

“Yeah, what is that?  Is that dad?”

“Honey he’s not doing well.  Practically every morning now he forgets that they’re here, and he wakes up and sees them, and freaks out.  A few times he’s gone for his rifle, and it’s everything I can do to restrain him.  This morning he got a shot off and hit one of them.  Our neighbors called the police and they actually arrested him.”

“Oh, no!  Dad?  Is he still there?”

“No, they released him.  I bailed him out.  But KOMO-4 news came, KING-5 came, KIRO-7 came.  They all wanted to see it.  I think he nicked it.  Thank God he’s not a good shot.” She laughed nervously.  “But honey, he’s not doing well, and we all heard what the President and the Secretary of Defense said in those press conferences: do not engage.  Well, after he did that, it silently ascended toward the sky, but three others came quickly down to take its place.

“What?  You’re kidding.”  I had wanted to do the same thing; I was saddened and relieved that dad had already demonstrated the futility of such an act.

“Yeah.  Three more.  So you harm one of them, and you’ve tripled your problem.  I don’t know, honey.  There are undoubtedly more up there, and I don’t know what they’re waiting for but that is very concerning.  We’re thinking of just going into the bomb shelter now.  It’s almost ready.”

I clenched my jaw and sighed.  “Will dad be safe down there, mom?  Should I ask Jack and Heather to come over?”

“No, no, I wouldn’t,” she insisted.  “Honey, he’s really not doing well, he’s been sliding down into these ‘deep dives’ as he calls them, and when he surfaces, he’s more angry than anything else.  I just wanted you to know what had happened before maybe you saw it on the news.”

“Yeah.  Thanks for telling me.”  I sighed heavily.  “I’m sorry, mom.  I wish I could be there to help you with him.  All air traffic is still grounded of course.  I wish these things would just go away, or at least tell us what they want. I can’t believe he took a shot at one of them,” and in the midst of that sentence I found myself laughing.  “Of course pops would be the first one to take a shot at them.  Jeez,” I said, pinching my nose and shaking my head.

“Your father,” she muttered.

“My father.”

“How are you doing?  How are Melissa and the kids doing, honey?”

“They’re okay, mom.  I mean, we’re all just trying to be ‘okay’ with it.  We just decided to try to not live under the cloud anymore, and actually laugh a bit.  Hard to do, but everyone’s making a concerted effort.  Rutty helps with that.  Our little bundle of joy, ya know.”

“He is so precious.  They all are.  Give them a hug and a kiss from Nana please?”

“Definitely.”

“Are you watching the State of the Union tonight?”

“Yeah.  Mick and Sam and their kids are coming over again.  We’ll send all the kids up to the playroom while we watch it, and put something on up there for them.  Not sure what he’ll say so we figure it’s best that they don’t hear something that might freak them out.”

“You guys are good parents.  I love you.”

“So are you and pops. I love you too, mom.”

Right away, however, I texted Jack and Heather anyway, and asked them to look in on them.  We spoke for a bit.  He didn’t have any information that he could tell me on the aliens, as that wasn’t his department, really.  But he did have colleagues whose purview it was to document and analyze everything about them.  His only phone was subject to forensic analysis and his communications were heavily monitored on that.  Any information he could provide me was classified.  All he could say was that he had a hunch they were not friendly, and that I should be thinking about the future.  That’s all I could get out of him, and I didn’t feel any better after asking.

The only good news was that he promised that he’d check in on mom and dad occasionally.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Monday, August 10th, 2026, 6:00pm

 

“Okay, it’s on.  Here we go.”

“Madame Speaker, the President of the United States,” said the Sergeant-at-Arms of the House of Representatives, and then he moved out of the aisle.  I could see the VP up behind the podium, standing next to the Speaker of the House.  I knew the President and Vice President; I wasn’t as familiar with the Speaker.  Jean Graham was her name, but I rarely heard from her, and all of the news pretty much came from the mouth of the President or the Vice President anyway.  She seemed a nice woman, however.

Air Force One had obviously landed at some point, and I thought that was a bold move, given how they’d have to thread their way down through the creatures hovering everywhere, and now be on the ground.  I’m sure that once he concluded, the President would be back aboard Air Force One with his personnel.  For now, here they all were, gathered together before a joint session of Congress in the House of Representatives chamber of the United States Capitol.  Probably for the most important State of the Union since Woodrow Wilson started doing them in person in 1913.

Here came the President, striding down the aisle and shaking hands with parties on both sides.  For once, it seemed we were fairly united again, as we all had been on the coattails of 9/11.  All of that quickly evaporated when we went to war with Iraq, and things were never the same.  Maybe this time it would be different.

We’d seen the President on the news here and there.  I was not a fan, nor did I vote for him.  We’d all seen how he’d handled everything in his previous administration. No matter what you thought of him, we were all looking to him for leadership now during yet another devastating time.

“My fellow Americans,” he began reading from his teleprompter, “we’re gathered here today under, yet again, unprecedented circumstances.”

You can say that again, pal.  I turned to Melissa, Mick, and Sam, and there was a collective rolling of the eyes.

“On June 6th, aliens invaded our world, and now they’re all over.  All you have to do is walk outside, look up, and there they are, hovering there, why? We don’t know.  And for how long? We don’t know.  We’ve been all living under their shadow for sixty-five days now, not knowing what they want, good or bad, and it looks like we may have to wait a while.

“Since the appearance of the visitors, I have commissioned a full independent investigation that is ongoing, collecting as much data as we can through observation, forensics, scientific analysis and prediction, and we feel we’re doing all that can be done at this point.  Until one of them makes contact with us, all we can do is wait.

“Nonetheless, I remain in close communication with the Secretary of Defense and the rest of my military advisors, as well as other international leaders.  As a contingency measure, shortly after the aliens arrived we began to execute a comprehensive plan for contingency survival.  In mid-June, crews commenced construction on a series of what we call ‘Blockades.’  These blockades are underground bunkers spread out across America near to the major cities, but far enough removed to allow for some rural breathing room.

“When the aliens first invaded, we began creating up to fifteen hundred of these so-called Blockades, as a measure of defense, should our visitors’ intentions unfortunately prove hostile.  We’ve procured and issued contracts with Caterpillar industries, and they’ve sent autonomous excavators to locations that we have singled out as optimum bunker zones.  On top of that I’ve commissioned area manufacturers across the United States to produce mini-Bertha underground drills such as what was used in Seattle in 2013 for a tunnel there.  These Blockades are being built, folks.  They’re coming along.  And they’ll be very, very good.

“Until they are all fully complete, I’m rescinding all grounding orders and reinstating work as we know it.  You need to fly somewhere? You can fly.  All commercial airlines will be back in business effective this Wednesday.  The stock market will rebound, slowly but surely.  Martial law will be in effect, but curfews are ended.  We’re going to live our lives without fear, boldly, as we’ve always done.”

Good.  At least they were acknowledging that as a possibility.  Oddly, that made me feel better.  I glanced back behind him.  While the VP seemed very supportive, nodding along, it wasn’t atypical to see the other party occasionally shake their head or express disagreement.  But this time, the Speaker of the House, Jean Graham, had a look on her face I couldn’t explain.  One of resolute defiance, almost as if she didn’t know she was being watched on TV in households all over the nation, and streaming live across the whole of the Internet.  It was odd, but I shook it off.

“We are Americans, and we have a union and unity to maintain.  Even in the midst of this crisis, I have seen the state of our union, and it…is…very…very…strong.”

Massive applause there.

Eye-rolling here.

I wondered how much of the American populace was buying this garbage.  Those things were up there.  He had just mentioned the possibility of them becoming hostile, and had rolled out a plan to construct underground safe havens to shield us from them, though I absolutely doubted that genius plan came from him.

“Such horseshit,” Mick breathed.

Thankfully Rutty wasn’t here to reprimand him.

Just then I could hear all of the kids playing upstairs: fun and carefree.  There was no window up in the playroom, and you literally had to go up the attic ladder to get up there, so it was fairly isolated.  They didn’t have to see or hear about any aliens.  There was a TV and everything.  I was grateful for that.

We had finished out the attic a few years prior, added a railing around the attic ladder, and even installed a baby gate across it for Rutty.  We grabbed a solar fan and I popped that through the roof and then we piped A/C up there, brought up carpeting, some furniture, a small fridge, and a toddler bed.  We even installed a makeshift laundry chute down through the framing to allow for garbage downstairs, so the kids wouldn’t leave a mess up here.  For all intents and purposes, it was another bedroom.  Just…with a couch.  Sometimes we would ‘camp’ up there, just for fun, me and the boys.

The idiots were still clapping.  All of the ones on his side, that is.  Speaker Jean Graham was looking at him from under her eyebrows, and darting back and forth staunchly between her party and him, in solidarity with the opposition.  I’m sure she was opposed to the aliens, but she was all-too-clearly opposed to the President as well.

“Together, we’ll endure this.  We’ve endured far more than this.  We’ll be just fine,” he started to stay, when Mick huffed loudly and got up.

“See?  There he goes, Mr. ‘I’m-in-Charge,’ trying to make it seem like everything’s okay.  Lord, help us,” he said, grabbing a beer from the kitchen.  He cracked it loudly and stood there, staring out through the sliding glass door to the fields and trees beyond.  He was looking at the skyline and shaking his head.

“Well, I think we’re gonna head out now,” Sam said.  “Before Mick hits Beer Number Five and he tells us how he really feels,” she feebly laughed.  “Kids!”  No response.

I sneered.  I knew Mick.  Sam was right.  He could be bellicose when drunk, and they didn’t have far to drive home but they had precious cargo to take with them.

“Kids!  Now!” she yelled.  Something muffled came from up above, and then Hadley yelled “Coming!”

Our kids’ voices could soon be heard as well.  “Bub, Teaspoon, make sure and help your brother down!” Melissa said, getting up and heading upstairs to make sure.

I walked over toward Mick and put my arm around his shoulder.  “Our union…is…strong,” I mocked.

Now it was his turn to sneer.  He hissed his breath out and pulled a mini-laugh.  “Unbelievable.  That guy.  Just… unbelievable.”

They were soon loaded up and on their way home.

We got the kids’ teeth brushed, read them their stories, said prayers with them, and then tucked them in.  But all the while, I couldn’t shake the word hostile from out of my brain, and I was brooding on that. Thank God Cameron hadn’t heard him say that, nor was he probably even familiar with that word.  We didn’t need him brooding any more than normal.

Hostile.  Would they prove hostile?  And what of these…what did he call them…Blockades?  What would those be and where would they be built?  Would they even be in time?  Those things wouldn’t float up there forever.

That same gnawing sense of foreboding clutched at me, and was growing in intensity with every passing day.

I was trying to remain calm.  I desperately needed to know what these things were.

7   |   ACTIVATION

 

Tuesday, September 1st, 2026, 3:26pm

 

They had stopped humming, and everything was all quiet now.

That’s the first thing I had noticed when I had gotten home from my shift on call with the department.  I couldn’t hear them.  It was a disquieting silence, and I wondered what it meant.  From the edge of our driveway, there was one not a hundred feet west of us. There was another one about seventy-five feet down the road toward Mick and Sam.  And there was another some two hundred and fifty feet north of us on Old Dover.

It was still quite hot outside though we were now in September.  My watch said that today’s high would be in the mid-seventies, and they were doing that sweating thing again.  They seemed to sweat more than humans.  This time they were dripping in a torrent underneath them, and someone said that their sweat had been collected and then taken somewhere to be analyzed.

“Honey, do you hear that?” I asked Melissa.  She stopped and looked at me.  “Come here.”

I took her by the hand back out the garage into the driveway.  “Wait, I have soup on the stove, hon,” she protested weakly.

“Just come here.  Listen.  You hear that?”

She listened with her eyes, looking around.  “I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly!”  I looked at her.  “They stopped.  Can’t you tell?  They stopped that stupid humming.”

“Oh, yeah.  What does that mean?”

“Beats me.” I shrugged and put my arm around her as we watched the nearest one.

I could tell she was getting antsy.  “Hon, I gotta get to the soup.”  I released her from my arm and just stood there watching them, wondering what the cessation of humming could possibly portend.  I was biting my fingers, chewing the nails down to a scratchy pulp.

Melissa called back to me over her shoulder, “Come on in, hon.  A package came for you, by the way.”

I know exactly what it is, and I can’t wait to use it.

‘It’ was a DJI Mavic Air 3.  A modern marvel of drone technology.  I figured, if other people were doing it, why not me?  It cost a pretty penny, but if you wanted a good drone, you got DJI.  Ordered it on Prime two days ago.

So here it was, and I was going to go out and get a good look at one of them myself.  It was now eighty-seven days since the appearance of the aliens, and it was high time for me to get an up-close and personal glimpse of what the hell was wreaking so much havoc on our planet by simply floating there.

I pulled it out of the box and quickly assembled the rotors to the four legs. Slapped a battery into the drone itself.  Didn’t bother with registering it as I was only going to go fifty feet up, maybe slightly more for a downward view. Sales of drones must have just skyrocketed following the appearance.

“What is that?” Melissa asked, coming around the corner to the dining room.  “Did you buy a drone, hon?”

“Yep, and I’m gonna see what these things look like.”

“Oh, honey, wow, please just be careful.  You could get too close and actually slice it open, I mean, did you think of that?” She was following me through the house as I made for the back porch.

“Nope.”

“Honey, wait, just – okay fine, I’m coming with you.  Do you even know how to use one?”

I sighed.  “Hon, how hard can it be?  I’ll go slow.  Kids!  Come here!  Knowledge is power!  Let’s get up close and have us some knowledge and some power.”

“What did you say, Daddy?” said Cameron.  He was already outside, hanging out in the tire swing, staring up at them in judgment.

“Oh good, you’re here, Bub.  Come see what daddy got! Teaspoon, come here please!  Rutty!”

Before too long, I had downloaded an app, signed myself up, paired the controller to my drone, and was lifting off.  Jack made one heckuva stink about it, growling and then erupting into barks as I lifted off.  He actually tried to jump up and nip at it.

The kids were all crowded around me.  Thankfully, I had one of the bigger screen iPhones, so it afforded us the ability to all see it.

“Are you seein’ this, Teaspoon?”

“Yeah, dad, cool!”

“I bet you’ll never look at aliens the same way again, huh?”  She shook her head.

I was slowly closing in on the one closest to our home over the backyard.

“Careful, hon.  Please be careful,” Melissa cautioned, trying to get a closer look.  “Ew, those are its arms.  What is that thing on its back?”

“I don’t know. I saw that on that news report: it looks kind of like a gem even; like it’s actually embedded into its neck.  Yeah, remember?  I was saying it looks like a chemotherapy port.”

“What’s kee-no-ther-pee, Daddy?” Rutty asked with a scrunched eye, confused at the word and grossly mispronouncing it.

“It’s a way to help treat people sick with cancer.”

The drone started sounding a proximity alert, and I backed off.  We were all watching it through my phone’s display, occasionally looking back up at the actual drone positioned near the alien up there in the sky so near us.  It was a surreal experience being so close to it.

I circled my drone around the thing, and went up and over its head, tilting the gimbal with the camera so I could see straight down.

“Whoa,” I breathed out loudly and slowly.  Melissa and the kids said nothing. “Those are its eyes.  See its eyes, kids?  And look at all those flaps running down their sides.  Are they slightly rippling?  Call me crazy but it looks like they’re rippling a little bit.  Maybe that’s how they send air through their bodies and float.  Maybe they’re partly filled with helium or something.”

“Like a helium balloon?”  Cameron asked.

“Yeah, sure, something like that.  I don’t know.”

It was mesmerizing.  I wanted to sit here all the time, and be the one guy who captured them waking up or something, to be right there when it did so, capturing all of it.  Someday, somewhere, someone was going to ask for the Shipley footage, exploring the origins of when it all went down.

I just prayed that that day was still far off.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Wednesday, September 2nd, 2026, 5:02pm

 

Melissa had made a Tuscany soup like they do at Olive Garden.  Zuppa Toscana.  It was awesome.  Rutty didn’t want it, and kept pining for mac n’ cheese.  “No, bud.  You can’t keep eating that stuff, you won’t grow up.  Do you wanna grow up big and strong like daddy?”

He shook his head.  I sighed.  He had called my bluff.

“Well, then, you leave me little choice,” I said.  “All of you do.”  Melissa turned around and looked at me from the stove, as she went for seconds.  “The time has come for me to exact the needed punishment…” -here I paused extensively and theatrically, looking at each of them in turn- “with…a dad joke!!”

Rutty facepalmed while the older kids rolled their eyes once more.

“Oh, dad, every single night,” Sissy complained.

“That’s right!  Until Jesus returns!”  I laughed maniacally.  “Get used to it.  Here we go.”

As much as they pretended to hate it, it was all for show, because each time I paused before the joke and looked them all over suspensefully, you could just tell that they wanted it.  Were I to rescind it and pull a never mind, they would rapidly go in for the retrieval and the quick save.

“What kind of tree is the scariest?”

They waited.

“A bam-BOO!” I shouted.  Cameron dropped his head into his hands, and Sissy snorted.

“Daddy, you sounded like a ghost!” Rutty cheered, and pointed at me.

“Oh honey, that’s a good one!” Melissa turned and cheered.  “I like that one.”

“Well, at least somebody’s happy.  See?  Mama’s happy, kids.  Try and be like Mama.”

“Yeah!  Big and strong like Mama!” Rutty exclaimed.

“Daddy, bamboo isn’t even a tree,” Cameron corrected me.  “It’s a kind of grass, you knucklehead.”

“Eh, who cares.  The joke was funny.  And you, ya little stinker,” I turned to Rutty.  “So that’s how you wanna play it, huh?  I oughta tickle you right in your high chair, right now, ya little penguin.  You too, Bub, Teaspoon, you want some of me?”  Their eyes widened and they looked at each other in mock-fright.

“Okay,” they nervously agreed, smiling.

“You got ten seconds to hide.  I eat the first kid I can find.”

And just like that, they took off and hid.  Rutty tried to hold really still and quiet in his high chair, though I could feel his eyes following me.  I had crept slowly into the living room and was just at the entrance to the hall when I abruptly turned around and saw Rutty gasp and turn his head back the way it was, pretending to be a statue.  He had been following me quietly out of the side of his eyes.

“Hold still, penguin!” Melissa urged, smiling.

I crept up silently behind him, growling like a monster, and he held so still.  He didn’t turn to look at me once.  I got closer and closer, grunting and breathing hard, pretending to be salivating, until finally he couldn’t take it anymore and he could feel my hot breath on his neck.

The poor little guy squealed in fright.  I laughed and kissed the top of his head – I always loved how their hair smelled – and helped him out of his chair.  His little diaper butt ran off down the hall after his brother and sister, who were concealed somewhere in the bowels of our house.

I was about to do some serious finding and tickling.

I heard Melissa chuckle behind me as I snarled my way down the hall. “Bam-BOO.  Jeeeeez...”

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

 


Thursday, September 3rd, 2026, 4:13pm

 

Work was done, and I had come home and changed around 3:30pm, and then loaded Cameron and Sissy into Mick & Sam’s RV as they swung by on their way north.  Melissa stayed home with Rutty.

And now?  We were here.

Today was our church’s annual Labor Day Weekend Old Dover Run, before we hit the actual Monday holiday, and then the kids had to go back to school, if they even would.  We hadn’t forgotten about the aliens of course; they were still there, staring up at the sky.  But Pastor Bill and Sandi felt this year, now more than ever, was so important to maintain tradition, and to show the world around us that we trusted in God, and that He would protect us.

The run fell on a weird day this year: Thursday.  Pastor Bill and Sandi decided on it for a few reasons.  One, it would be better than on a Friday, with less plans to conflict with.  Two, people would still be in town before they left for Labor Day weekend.  And three, he was tired of waiting, and wanted to raise our spirits.  I couldn’t blame him.

So, there we were, at the intersection of Highway 272 and Old Dover Road, people running everywhere to get in position, and someone would launch a ticker tape bomb all around us to shower us as we took off.

We had makeshift numbers on our chests.  I would be running in the race with Cameron and Sissy; we’d fill Melissa in on the details when we arrived home.  I was #12, Cameron was #23, and Sissy was #24.

Pastor Bill had a megaphone.  “Alright, all you guys, you ready to do this?”

We all whooped and hollered.

“Let’s run with all our might!  Run the race marked out for you, folks.  You got this.”  He smiled and pulled the megaphone away from his face, brandishing an air horn.

We braced and waited.

“You ready, kids?” I asked my oldest kiddos.

“Yep!” they said, confidently.

The air horn sounded loud and clear, and then we were all running.  The ticker tape exploded around us.  It felt good to be running again with my kids.  I looked down at Cameron, and he looked back up at me, smiling.  That warmed my heart to know that their little hearts were healthy and beating.  That they were strong.  That they were outside breathing good, clean air and engaged in something healthy and productive.

It was probably a few hundred strong, although I couldn’t see all of us.  Mick and Sam were in the thick of it somewhere as well. I looked around but hadn’t seen the new couple, Anya or Justus or their little boy, Liam – but then I remembered Melissa saying something about them being gone this weekend to visit her brother who was enrolling at APU away down south in Clarksville.

“You kids doing okay?” I asked them, looking them over.  They both panted and were red-faced, but they signaled that they were doing okay, with a hearty smile.  The sun was shining down on us, and it felt warm and invigorating.

We were about ten minutes into our run, all of us heading down a blocked off Old Dover.  The trees scrolled by silently over our heads.

We had rounded a bit of an angled corner, and that’s when we saw it.  The alien up ahead, the one most visible for us as we proceeded south, started doing something.  It was hard to see it clearly because Old Dover was a thin road lined on both sides with trees, but I made no mistake: the creature was moving.  Or…something was moving around it.

The crowd slowed from a clip to a fast walk.

And then we slowed to a walk.

And then all of us came to a complete standstill, looking up in wonder.

A distinct bluish-green mist was emanating from the alien, swirling out of it, over it, enveloping it, as if someone had stuck a pin in a fog machine.  It was churning all around it, mixing with the higher air and sometimes wafting away from it, but it didn’t dissipate; the creature just jetted more of the mist out, like an octopus. It was swirling out from the flaps on its sides. Its limbs were slowly moving, bones loosening as its long spindly arms started to move away from its body, stretching after a three-month slumber.

It was waking up.

I saw something drop from it and clink to the ground: it was a small object that glittered in the sun and then fell fifty feet to earth, glinting off the sun’s rays.

Some of us pointed.

What was that?  Why was it doing that?

I squinted, trying to see it clearly through my panting.  I don’t know why, but suddenly I felt a great dread welling up inside me and washing over me: an inexplicably powerful anxiety rooted in fear, and I just knew we had to get home.  Right away.  I’m sure others felt it too.  I looked around nervously, and then clutched my kids and began to make my way away from the road, and into the cover of the trees, keeping my eyes on the alien.  Some of my fellow runners did the same.  We had to be a half mile north of our home still, at least.  I looked through the trees and could see the other aliens suspended in their own places, also waking up.

They were all ‘activating,’ and now we would know why they were truly here.

“Oh, please, God, let them be friendly,” breathed one unknown woman I passed.

Right then, Melissa called. I never leave my iPhone far from me; naturally, I had it in my running shorts.

One by one, those who also would not be parted from their phones began hearing them go off.  It was a cacophony of noise all around us.  Ringtones ringing…ringing…ringing over and over.  Hello?  Yeah hon, I see them.  Hi sweetheart.  Hey.  You seein’ this?  All of us were talking to someone who was concerned for our safety, and we for theirs.  This was brand new.  It had been eighty-nine days since they arrived.  And now, they were finally doing something.

“Hey, hon,” I said.  “You’re seeing this, right?”

“Yes, are you okay?  Are the kids okay?”  She sounded anxious.

“We’re fine, hon.  Close the doors.”

“What? Why?”

“Do it, honey.  Just close the doors.  And pull the curtains. Get into the attic.”  My anxiety only grew as the thing moved again, lowering its head, looking around.  We had to be about one hundred feet from the nearest one.

Melissa whined and I could hear her urgently call for Rutty.  “Let’s go, honey.  Come with Mama up to the playroom. But hon, why do we-”

An abrupt panic roiled in my gut, and my flesh crawled in despairing urgency.  I continued to push past people, herding Cameron and Sissy with me.  “Just - now!  Right now!  Get Jack too.  Go.” I made my way through the crowd.

“What is it, daddy?” Cameron asked.  “What was it doing? Was it waking up?  What will it do now?”

“I don’t know, son.  I don’t want to know.  Let’s just go.”

The nearest one was stretching out its arms.  It did something odd, opening its maw wide, as if to breathe in the strange alien air of our planet, filling its lungs to beyond capacity, stretching out and gyrating.

And then, the humming started again.

I couldn’t see it clearly, but it appeared to descend, and that mist, whatever it was, swirled around it.  I looked north, south, east, west: they were all doing it.  Where I could see them through the trees, they were certainly all doing it.

And finally, dispelling all doubt and confirming my worst fears, sending speed into my joints and propelling me out of there with terror, the thing looked down upon all of us…and hissed.  I didn’t misperceive it.  I didn’t imagine it.  It hissed at us.  I knew without a doubt that we were all now in mortal danger.

In a frenzied flash of emotion, everyone I loved flew through my mind: my wife and Rutty.  Cameron and Sissy.  Mick, Sam and their kids.  My mom and dad.  Pastor Bill and Sandi.  Chief Iverson and the guys at the station.  Jack and Heather. Friends from church.  Friends from life.  People I’d saved and helped, or who had saved and helped me.  Every single one of them was now in jeopardy, and I knew it.

“Run!  Run!” I yelled to everyone around me.  A cold tremor shot through my skin, and I yelled to Melissa. “Honey, go, go, go!”  I ran.  We were running.  All of us.  And not just me and the kids.  Everyone was running.

“Okay, honey, I-” she said, but I interrupted her with another Go! and ended the call, running, pumping my legs furiously to launch us into the woods and under any cover I could.  Adrenaline coursed through me – and thankfully, through my kids as well, as we bolted from the road for the protective screen of the trees and the forest.  I had no idea where Mick or Sam or their kids went.

Where the hell is my gun when I actually need it?

Every single runner, previously running for freedom in defiance of fear, now ran in fear for their freedom.  For their very lives.  I heard screaming.

I looked back once, and through the madness and mayhem that had suddenly descended over all of us, I saw a woman from our church –I think it was Janet Freburg – run and then stop short as she faced the alien. It had come down to ground level and posted up right in front of her.  Janet just stopped and looked at it.  And then she just stayed there.  

My brows furrowed.  Dammit, Janet, run! I thought.  She didn’t run.  Why wasn’t she running? I thought.  But it wasn’t just her that stayed there.  Several others with her just stopped moving once they locked eyes with that thing.  It whirled around, slowly, looking at any of us that were moving who it could then latch onto visually with those creepy eyes – I couldn’t see them clearly as we were too far away, but as we fled through the woods, they looked pale, dead: like an old dog’s eyes.

Janet still didn’t move.  Slowly, she crumpled to the ground.  So did the rest of them.  It was as if her very lifeforce got sucked right out of her.  The alien hissed virulently, and I could hear gurgling noises.  It was moving through the crowd, physically turning people around, and then just…staring at them?  One after another, connecting with them visually as it saw them running, taking away their will.  What was it doing?  Was it looking for one of us in particular?  Why would it just stare at them?  Why would it do that?  People seemed taken over by some strange paralysis as it did so: stopping and slooping over, or falling down erect and tense, staring with deadened eyes up at the sky, their muscles turned to unresponsive putty.

And then, there was another alien.  It had flown down to join the others.  Two more came.  Five more.  They were all doing the same thing: pursuing us humans, locking onto those of us that were running, posting up right in front of us, and then locking eyes with us.  What happened then, I didn’t even pretend to understand.  Something physical?  People just stopped fleeing when they did that, transfixed by them, and holding dead still.

My own kids and I were running, running, and my heart was beating wildly, terrified. My heart had already been thudding in my chest from the run; now it was a hammer-smash of anguished repeated assaults against my rib cage.  Hearts just weren’t made for such terrors.

“Daddy, oh no!” Cameron screamed.  He had seen one up ahead to our left.  By some horrible stroke of fortune, it had settled on someone else to do its thing to.

“Don’t look at them, kids!  Eyes on the ground!” I instructed them, trying to remain calm, steering back toward the road.

By that time, I was sweating profusely, my face red and huffing, and my body constantly shellacked by fearful chills running down my spine.  People would scream and then gurgle, and then stop, paralyzed.  Then the alien would move to another target.  Someone twenty feet away from us did it.  I didn’t look.  They surely couldn’t get all of us.  I had to get away.

“Cameron, don’t scream, son,” I tried to talk in as normal a tone as I could.  “Sissy, no screaming.  Just run.  Don’t look back,” I said, and my throat caught as I quietly instructed them, willing them to pump every ounce of energy into their little legs.  I stayed with them, though I could have easily outrun them.  We ran.  “Don’t look back, and don’t look at them, whatever you do!  Look away!”

The edge of one patch of forest was looming up, and then a long plantation.  We’d never make it running through there; we’d simply go much quicker along the road itself.  Running across that open expanse to the next cover of trees – beyond which lay our home – we’d be exposed and slow, and they’d just pick us off.

Ahead and on the other side of the road was a tan barn with a red roof, right off Old Dover.  They had livestock in there.  Maybe the things would be distracted by them and leave us alone.   Some people were making for that, or for the house before it.  There were a lot of people headed that way.  We needed to be a smaller target, the three of us.  I made for the barn’s little office next door.

I pushed harder and urged them to keep moving.  My iPhone fell out of my pocket and clattered to the road.  I couldn’t leave it, I needed to communicate with Melissa and she with me!  My phone started ringing again.  I went back and snatched it up, clutched it hard and actually broke the screen protector.  My flesh was a sweaty clamp around it.  

Rivulets of sweat were pouring down into my eyes, mingling with my torrent of frightened tears.  My stomach was in knots.  Something came shooting down out of the sky.  I closed my eyes, whipped back around, grabbed my kids and burned the rubber of my soles down Old Dover.

We were all scattering in every direction.  More aliens were swooping in.  They were coming from all around.  

I took one quick precautionary look back, and I saw something I wish I hadn’t.  Rich Keller, one of the elders of our church, was standing there, staring at an alien that had apparently paralyzed him. I thought it would move on, but it didn’t.  It approached him, slowly, bobbing its neck, making that dammed humming noise, and then it opened its mouth wide.

And bit Rich Keller in half.

The remainder of Rich’s body shot out a jet of crimson, and then crumpled to the ground.  “Aah, no! Holy shit!” I cried.  “Run, kids, with everything that’s in you, run!” That horrible image replayed in my mind…I couldn’t shake the memory of it, and I wanted to vomit. Poor Rich.

Cameron started crying and screaming when he heard my yell.  He was in deep primal fear, not knowing what to do. “What, daddy, what?” Cameron screamed.  “What?!  What!?” he screamed.  “I’m running, Daddy, what did you see?!  Daddy, what?!  What, daddy?! Ahhh, I’m sorry!!” he wailed as he ran.  He was frantically crying out and calling me in his hysteria, wondering what I had seen, and desperately trying to be obedient, squeezing my hand so hard I thought it would be crushed to powder.

“Stop it Cameron, just go, go, go!  Into the building, just go!  Sissy, keep up!”

That’s why they freeze you, I thought. Then they can eat you at their leisure.  My eyes were filling up with tears for all the victims of such barbarism. That’s why the first alien had paralyzed Janet, and then others; it would simply return to consume them later.  There were a lot of targets here; a lot of humans to chase after and immobilize.  Feasting would come later. It was all becoming painfully and traumatically clear as we raced away from that hellish scene.  The street was flowing with rivers of blood.

And then I realized, with horror, that this was happening all over the world, even now.

Even more aliens were flying in overhead.  There were hundreds of us, and we were easy targets.  I saw one go shooting by, low, chasing after a cluster of runners.  They were fast.  But they were not going to get me or my kids, I resolved.  The three of us banked hard off the road and I smashed through the big gate.  Cameron was already trying to climb it and he was yanked off of it and thrown to the ground.  “Ow!  Daddy, help!”  His shirt at his left shoulder was ripped, and he was bleeding.  A rock on the ground had gashed him when he fell.

I scooped him up and I was crying.  “Sissy, run!  Run!! Make for that tiny office!”  She did so, and bolted for the door.  I followed her, utterly rejecting the notion of looking back.  But then I heard footsteps behind me, and then a spine-chilling shriek.  I whipped my head around to look quickly.  Oh no.

One of them had landed right behind us and had stopped to look squarely at Abigail Jesperson.  She was only fifteen, and in our church youth group.  Her scream slowed and dropped in pitch, and I couldn’t help but watch in horror.  Her face looked as if it was in the throes of a stroke.  Every part of her that had been frenzied and trying to flee looked as if it was strangely calm now: an uncertain and false peace clung to her and silenced her.  Her legs didn’t move, her body did not move; she just stood there.  The alien advanced to another target.  I shot one glance overhead and there were even more of them swooping in.

You can’t look at them.  Or…you can’t let them look at you?  They did something to you. Why?  Please, God, don’t let us trip and fall.  Don’t let us look at them.

We had almost reached the small office, barreling past a blue tractor, when I saw one of them descend upon the barn to our left and settle on a sheep that had been grazing freely outside the big, open barn.  The alien seized upon it, carried it up into the sky and slaughtered it mid-air, biting and rending.  Blood, wool and sheep parts rained down.

My stomach churned.  My phone kept ringing.

We reached the little office.  It was next to another barn with bales of hay on a tractor inside.  The little office was locked.  No! I thought to myself.  I set Cameron down and looked back. There was pandemonium in the street.  What was happening to Melissa and Rutty?  I couldn’t think about that now.  I cast one look back in desperation.  I had to get the kids that were with me to safety!  

To my amazement, the window was cracked open. I ripped the flimsy screen off the window and slid it open.  “Get in, get in, now!” I cried, and I threw my children inside.  I clumsily hurled myself in after them, banging up my knee upon entry.  I cried out in agony at the sharp pain in my left shoulder as I landed.  I was just thankful that I didn’t break the glass on my way through.

“Cameron, the window, the window!” My son leapt up and shut and locked it quickly.  Sissy smartly pulled down the blinds.

“Now do the other one, quick!  Unplug that A/C unit and push it out of the window and let it fall!  Then close the window.  Hurry, kids, hurry!” I desperately cried to them as my shoulder screamed in pain.

Their two little bodies heaved together and pried the little A/C unit out of the window cavity, letting it clank outside.  Sissy shut the window and pulled the blinds.

They were both crying horrendous tears, and there was nothing I could do to assuage them.  “Sissy,” I said, handing her my iPhone, “take this and text mama we’re okay.  Tell her to put her phone on vibrate and make no sound.  Keep absolutely quiet.”  I made sure to put it on vibrate so they wouldn’t hear us in here.  “Listen to me.  Stop crying.  They can hear you.”  Cameron’s eyes went wide, and he covered his mouth with his hands.  Sissy whispered dictation to Siri, sent the message and handed me my phone.

“Just sit down below the windows and lay quiet for a while.  Make sure that door’s locked.  And don’t let anyone in here.  I love you.  Come here.”

They came closer.  I hugged them with all my might, though my shoulder was burning and stabbing me in sharp pain with every movement.  I could already feel the bruise building.

Something slammed against the door.  We all jerked and started.  Sissy let out a yelp and covered her mouth.

“Shh!” I held my finger to my mouth and lurched up.  My shoulder revolted in agony, but I stood and wedged my foot against the door to block it.  Someone was outside pounding on the door, and asking to be let in.  The voice sounded familiar – someone from our church, obviously.  I could barely see outside through the slits of the blinds.  He had a #72 on this chest.  Who was that? I was leaning up against the door with all my might, when recognition flooded through me.  #72.   Oh no.  Oh no, no, no, no!  I know whose number that is.  We knew each other well.  We had served together.  We did everything together.  He had looked after me and I had looked after him.  We had loved each other’s kids and lived in each other’s lives.

Mick.

I choked hard and my tears came.  How could I let him in?  My children would die.  Surely, he would understand if I told him it was us…wouldn’t he?  I took an oath to protect people.  Our code of ethics held me to that.  But I couldn’t let him in.  I just…couldn’t.

“Whoever’s in there, please let me in!  Please!” he screamed through his tears.  Mick stepped away from the door to grab a rock, perhaps to throw it through the window, retrieving it and stepping back, when just then, right outside that door, something dark and tentacled descended between him and us.  It hovered there, jetting out that strange mist.  Some of it filtered under the door, and we felt the cold of it.  Mick stopped in his tracks.  I already knew what was about to happen, and I choked again, putting a fist to my mouth and trying to shield my red eyes from my panicked children.  I was denying my best friend.  I was dooming him.

As quietly as I could, I got down on the floor and pulled my kids close to me, hugging them to my chest, shushing them with whispering, hoping they’d hear me.

I was crying and muttering through quiet sobs.  “Plug your ears.  And whatever you do, don’t look, kids.”

As for me, my arms were wrapped tightly around them, so I couldn’t cover my ears.  I heard everything.

Mick’s panicked struggle stilled.  I heard the sound of breath escaping his lips, just outside that thin door.  The sound of something being chewed.  And then, gurgling, crunching, and snapping noises.  #72, Mickarino, my best friend, was dead.

I heard the sound of terrified screams coming from the street. I heard the sound of a car roaring to life, perhaps belonging to the owner of this farm.  Churning chugging noises and screams trailing off skyward, as if the whole car was grabbed and lifted into the air.

I heard the sound of terrorized sobbing.

I heard the sound of whimpering of people running out of breath from a panicked escape, catching their spit in their throats, gurgling and sobbing as they were set upon by these unearthly beings that, after three months, we had thought were starting to appear benign. We were wrong.

I heard the sound of now knowing that was a lie.

I heard the sound of my own brain remembering the prayer that I had just prayed the day before, realizing that would not be answered.  At least not today.

I heard the sound of vibrating text messages, one after the other, coming through on my iPhone.  From Melissa.  The sound of her panic from afar.

I heard the sound of my kids’ frightened, labored breathing against me. The sound of their tiny hearts slamming through their little chests in unbridled terror.

I heard the sound of guilt washing over me in sentencing my best friend to be murdered by an alien species.

I heard the sound of the sweat dripping down my cheeks.

I heard the sound of less and less people screaming, less footsteps fleeing, and less activity, because less people were alive.

I heard the sound of desperate uncertainty as to my wife’s and baby boy’s fate.

And then…

I heard the sound of commotion decreasing into silence.

Finally, I heard the sound of no more humming, and everything became deathly quiet.

8   |   REVELATION

 

Thursday, September 3rd, 2026, 5:52pm

 

We couldn’t stay here.  We had to leave.

I had repeated, perhaps as a mantra to myself, and perhaps in an effort to obscure the noises that had been coming from outside, Psalm 3:3.  Thou, O Lord, art a shield about me…thou, O Lord, art a shield about me…you’re my glory, and the lifter of my head…my glory…the lifter of my head.  Thou, O Lord… Over and over it went…and I could just make out the kids breathing it out beside me.

But now, it was utterly silent, except for the occasional whoosh of something flying by.  About thirty minutes ago I felt several dim percussions…and something that I swear were a few jets.  Far off, there was battle in the skies, it had to be.  If I guessed right, it was Sabre.  The Airfield at Fort Campbell was southeast of us, and they were probably launching fighters to shoot down the aliens.  There were explosions, and the unmistakable sounds of things falling from the sky, followed by a sequence of distant rumblings in the earth.

But everything was all quiet now.

I was texting Melissa back and forth.  She was okay, thank God.  They were up in the attic playroom, thank God again.  She had put Rutty on the phone at one point, and I heard his precious little chirpy voice instantly ask me “Daddy, are you running?  When will you be home?”  And then I thanked God that ignorance was bliss.  I counted my lucky stars over and over again that Melissa had stayed home with Rutty.  She was going to post up down the road from us and root us on as we all drew near, then walk back home with Rutty.  However, out of convenience and proximity, they had just stayed home.  I was so thankful things worked out that way.

The Sienna was still at home, but that wouldn’t help us here.  It was a hybrid, so it was quiet, and we would need that eventually.  Melissa’s car wasn’t going to bring us home quietly, and if we were to get out of here – to where I still had no idea – we would need my Sienna.

My mom had not answered.  Neither had my dad. I had texted them repeatedly, with no reply.  iMessage said Delivered, and I supposed that’s all that it would ever say.  Now, I feared, like Melissa, I was an orphan.  I bowed my head at one point and just prayed silently that dad was in one of his “deep dives” and was unaware of absolutely everything.  I prayed that they got into the bomb shelter before it happened, and that, perhaps, they had just forgotten their phones.  All I could do was pray.

My kids were next to me.  They were quiet, but not asleep.  How could they sleep?  I wasn’t sure what horrors they had seen, exactly. I had told them to not look up, to keep their eyes on the road.

Are you okay? Melissa texted me. Rutty is napping and I was able to turn on the news, kept the volume down.  OMG, hon. They’re everywhere and killing everyone.  The President was aboard Air Force One, high up, with a bunch of his staff.  But they landed safely – they’re in Nashville at the airport!  The VP was at the White House, and it was a slaughter.  Some are saying he’s dead.  That everyone there is dead.  They mounted a defense, lots of gunfire and grenades and stuff, but those things, they just… she paused.  Also, something weird – one of the channels said that someone had received a ship-to-shore transmission from a deep-sea fishing trawler.  Saw some large ‘thing’ coming down over the north Atlantic ocean.  Like a long hose or something, with a sort of flat base.  They didn’t know what it was.  I think it’s their ship, Andrew.  The aliens’ friggin spaceship!

Damn.  Well, that explains how so many came down.  We’re screwed. I can’t even describe it, hon.  They just sort of woke up, all of them.  And then they hissed at us, hon.  They actually *hissed*, came down, and then, IDK…it’s like they had some kind of telepathy or telekinesis?  Whichever it is where you can control something with your mind.

What?  Seriously?  What do you mean?

Do you remember Janet?  They got her, honey.

JANET FREBURG IS DEAD????

I think so.  I’m sorry hon.  At least I think that was her.  One came down and literally just stood in front of her, and it was like it was bobbing its head and just…staring at her.  She went cold…still.  They also got Abigail Jesperson… Rich Keller, so many others, hon.  It was grisly.  The kids were screaming bloody murder.  We’re in that little barn office up the road on the left.  IDK…maybe a third of a mile up the road.  I’m scared hon.

OMG honey-bun, I know.  I’m with you.  I love you.  Just stay there.  Oh, how awful!  Rich Keller and Abigail?  I think I knew her, La’Chelle worked with her. They showed a clip on the news where someone else had a drone literally three feet from it, watching it, when it, IDK what you call it, ‘woke up’ or whatever.  It was watching its eyes and then they just…opened.  I gasped.

I don’t doubt it.  Did you hear anything about Sabre Airfield at Fort Campbell?  Was that on local news?

YES.  They got walloped.  They tried, hon, but there were too many of them.  I think there are a LOT of planes that fell, hon.  A LOT. OH!  Have you heard from Mick or Sam???

I couldn’t bring myself to tell her.  No, hon, I haven’t, I lied.  Hon, just stay absolutely quiet.  You cannot make a sound.  We’ll find a way to get there eventually.  Please pray for us.  Do you have what you need for now?

Yeah, I think so, hon. Oh, hon, please be careful.  PLEASE be careful. I wish I could hear your voice.  I love you so much…every day, more and more, over and over again.

You too hon.  Every day, more and more, over and over again.

Right after that, I texted Jack in Seattle to ask him what he or the Department of Defense thought now about the aliens, now that his suspicions had been confirmed.

But Jack never answered. 

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Thursday, September 3rd, 2026, 6:26pm

 

The kids appeared to be catatonic.  They weren’t moving.  At least that gave me some time to think.  I felt equal urgency to stay right there and hope for a rescue, and equal urgency to run that last third of a mile like all hell was after me, in order to just get home with Melissa and Rutty.  I hoped the kids could run just as fast, so we could all be together. But for now, their silence gave me time to think, at least.

I tried to remember everything I’d ever seen from any movie about aliens.  Acid blood.  Thermal vision.  Wait – that might be a factor.  If they had thermal vision, they would see our heat signature, day or night.  Or, if their visual acuity was based on movement, like the T-Rex from Jurassic Park, they’d see us if we moved.  Or, perhaps, they had really good hearing like the monsters in A Quiet Place.  It felt like we were living out all of those movies right now.  I didn’t know about the thermal vision, but the things had jerked around toward anyone that moved in the race.

My fingernails bore the fury of my thoughts as I gnawed them, desperately trying to figure out how to get home to my wife and baby.

I don’t know how I heard it; the sound was just below the edge of hearing.  But as I lay there with my children’s heads against my chest, my eyes opened and squinted.  I slowly dropped my chin back toward the door.  I could feel the kids stiffening.

“Is anyone in there?” came the quietest whisper.  Suddenly, a flashlight strobed through our window…but it was some kind of night vision glow.  “Hello,” came the quiet whisper.

I felt my joints creaking as I stood up slowly and pressed my face up against the doorframe.  My kids felt me shift and turned toward me. 

“Wha-”

“Shh,” I said, waving them quiet.  “Hold on.”  I leaned into the door.  “Hello, who is that?”

“Hudson.  I live down the road.  They’ve moved on for now.”  He was quietly muttering out every word just under his breath.  “I have a Prius.  If you live close by, I can take you home.”

I was taking a tremendous chance by opening that door, and I knew it.  But we had to get home.  Whoever was out there wasn’t going to wait long, and I was desperate.  We weren’t going to die in a tiny office, so close to home.  It was an impossible choice.  I had already sentenced Mick to certain death; did I dare to potentially sentence my own flesh and blood?

“Hold on.  Can you take three?” I whispered.

“Yes,” answered the voice.

I whipped back to my kids.  My shoulder ached and throbbed.  I didn’t think I dislocated it or broke a bone, it felt like just a hard wallop, but I would need to get it looked at by an EMT as soon as possible…if there were any still alive around here.

“Kids.  There’s someone outside. They can get us home. They have a hybrid car and those are quiet.  We just have to go slow and go quiet.  We can’t stay here.  We have to get home to Mama and Rutty, okay?  I know you’re scared.  Daddy’s scared too.  But we have to do this.  Okay?”

They licked their lips and nodded.  “Okay,” I said.  “My brave kiddos.  Stay close to me.”

I texted Melissa.  Hon.  Someone outside.  In a Prius.  Gonna bring us home.  We’ll be quiet.  PLEASE PRAY.

Oh, Lord, Andy…I love you, honey.  Please be careful.  I’m praying!!!  GOD PLEASE BRING THEM HOME.

I cracked the door open slightly, and noticed a heavyset man who looked to be in his early thirties.  He was dressed in a flannel overcoat and a Braves hat, with a bushy beard.  I could instantly smell the cigarette smoke. He and Melissa should get along just fine, I thought.  But if those things were sensitive to smell, they couldn’t afford to smoke either.  No sound, no movement, and no aromas: that would have to be the new rule.  “Come on, let’s go.”

“Kids, come here, stay with me.”  I covered their eyes as I clutched them close to me.

We stepped outside, and I instantly wished we hadn’t.

Bodies.  Bodies lying everywhere in a macabre scene out of the darkness of hell.  Some partially consumed.  I kept the kids’ eyes covered.

And there, below the step, lay parts of a human body, still draped in a sign that said #72 on it.  A tiny whimper burst out of me that I just could not contain, but I immediately followed it up for the children’s sake.  “It’s okay, you guys are doing great.  I love you.  Keep going,” I said, but I was sure they could hear my voice quaking.

It wasn’t quite dark yet.  Dusk blanketed the land heavily, yet in the dim gloom I could make out stumps of bodies, half-bodies, limbs and frozen corpses, some still standing, some keeling over, and still others drooping.  It was vaguely reminiscent of the effects of xylazine, the zombie drug, also known as ‘tranq.’  It essentially slowed the nervous system and turned people, temporarily, into walking zombies.  As a firefighter and medic, I had seen a few cases of it in my years.  It was an animal tranquilizer that had crossed over into the opioids market and essentially partially paralyzed the user into a zombie state.  All of these poor victims looked like they had used it.

Thou, O Lord, art a shield about me…

My phone buzzed a few times.  I was sure it was Melissa.  I couldn’t afford to write back.  Not yet.

As we threaded our way through, the whole place reeked of death, and the scent of rotting flesh shot up our nostrils as soon as we stepped out.  My stomach churned at the taste of my own bile.  Slowly, quietly, we staggered down the driveway with Hudson to his car.  My eyes stayed fixed on the sky, and my ears were listening for hisses.  If just one of those things was nearby, we were history.  I knew in my gut they would be back…to feast.

You’re my glory, and the lifter of my head…

Every single move was calculated.  Every balance of sinews and weighing of muscle placement I had to think out in advance.  We were moving in super slow motion – almost cartoonishly – toward the road. Six tension-soaked minutes later, I breathed a quiet sigh of relief as the three of us slowly filtered into the backseat of his tan Prius, and I pulled each kid on either side of me, silently closing the doors shut on either side of us.

Thou, O Lord, art a shield about me…

More phone buzzing.

Hudson put the car in drive.  It was nearly silent.  Thankfully, Old Dover was flat and thin, and we had it in second gear.  We inched along at just feet per second, with no need for brakes or headlights.  I couldn’t hear the sound of it from the outside of course, but it felt utterly silent, like we were sailing through an ocean of graves: macabre and unsettling.  Before long, we had reached well beyond where any human feasibly could have outrun them, heading south on Old Dover.

You’re my glory, and the lifter of my head…. I repeated the words over and over again, but I was starting to feel them less.  Where was God in all of this? I wondered.  How could he let this happen?

In another nine excruciatingly slow minutes with the headlights off, by some miracle, we had traveled the third of a mile and reached the driveway to our home.  “Hudson,” I breathed.  “Stay with us.  You’re welcome to.  Come with us.  You can’t drive around in this.”

“Much obliged,” he said, and he parked on the road, not wanting to risk the loud crunching of gravel beneath his tires.  Smart man.

“Okay, Cameron, Sissy, slowly, come on out…same drill…walk as quietly and slowly as you can.  Hang on, lemme text Mama.”

Hon.  We just pulled up.  Stay up there.  We’ll come through the front door.  Keep Jack from barking.

I pulled up the August wireless door lock app and manually opened our front door from the road.  We could hear a click sound from the front porch.

Right around 7pm we were at the front door.  I was awaiting some eleventh hour surprise attack just as we were ready to get inside, but mercifully, we were spared.

We were home.

“Sissy, Cameron, upstairs.  Go to the attic right away.  No noise.  Mama’s up there.”

I could see their darkened faces nod and head upstairs.  I touched their cheeks before they turned.  “Hey, both of you.  I’m so very proud of you.  I love you so much, with all my heart.”

Their cheeks felt dried and cracked from tears and strain, but I could see them softening with my words.  I truly was proud of them. I didn’t expect either of them to outlive the trauma of this day.  They would remember it for the rest of their lives.

I closed the door soundlessly behind me and asked Hudson to check around the house with me.  The back door was still closed, and Melissa had pulled the curtains as I had asked her to.  The house felt utterly abandoned, or, perhaps as it would if we had awoken and wandered down in the wee hours of the morning.

Eventually, we were all at the top of the stairs.  I asked them to hold up while I went for my Glock and the bullets.  Done.

I texted Melissa.  Hon, it’s us, we’re down below the attic and coming up. The kids couldn’t reach the attic ladder rope.  Hudson and I grabbed it and slowly pulled it down.  As it separated from the ceiling, I could see her face peering through, with her hands over her mouth.  Her eyes crinkled and then started to weep as she saw us.  She noticed Hudson and waved to him, though they had never met.  I heard her gentle sniffle drifting down, coating us in longing, and I started to cry.  Just to be with her again.

One by one the kids silently climbed the ladder and she embraced them each as if there were no tomorrow.  Cameron ran to a sleeping Rutty and kissed his cheek.  Sissy came over and patted his back.

I followed them up and quickly hugged her close, kissed her, and then turned to give Hudson a hand up.  I crouched down after that and grabbed a rung, pulling up the ladder behind us.  I had to reach to flip the lower rungs back over themselves to get it completely closed.  It didn’t lock for safety reasons, but at least it was closed.

Once that was done, I swept Melissa into my arms and I hugged her tight.  Cameron ran to us and tried to wrap his arms around the both of us.  Anytime we hugged, he would do that.  Cameron never liked to be left out of a hug between mommy and daddy.

“I love you,” she breathed.  “Oh, I love you.  I’m so glad you’re here.”

“I love you, too, hon,” I breathed to her, and kissed her once more.  “Hon, this is Hudson.  He’s the one who brought us home.  Thank you so much, man.”  I walked over to him, and he stood up quickly. I threw my arms around him, then pulled away from him and grabbed him by the shoulders.  “Thank you for saving our lives.”

“My pleasure,” he said sheepishly, and he had trouble meeting my eyes.  I wondered who he had lost that he also wished he had saved.  I wondered if he had lost his family.

“Thank you so much, Hudson,” Melissa said quietly, coming over and hugging him.  “Are you alone out here?  Where do you live?  Do you have family?”

He nodded quickly.  “She was home when it happened.  She’s okay.”

“Oh, thank God,” Melissa said.  “Any kids?” she asked, looking dearly at him, while Sissy came over and she wrapped her arms around our daughter.

“No, just the two of us,” he said.  “I had gone up to the mini-mall to grab some fishing tackle and supplies and was on my way back when those things woke up.  Old Dover was closed off for your church’s run – I assume you guys go to Mount Pleasant and were in the run, you guys are wearing the number stickers and all that – so I had gone around on Floyd Sumner and then across Beechy Fork.  I was just coming back up on Old Dover when I saw them waking up. One was right over me, and it dropped something literally right on my car.”  He fished in his flannel jacket pocket and pulled out a tiny object that looked something like an emerald set in a crude silver surround.  It had strange markings on it.  He handed it to me, and I turned it over and over in my hands.  Sissy pulled my hands down so she could see it more clearly.

“Whoa, that came from them?” Sissy asked.  I shook my head, incredulous that she was still interested in them.

“Yeah.  At least I think so.  I was looking up and it was like it fell off of it.  I remember they had a report where people were flying drones up to them and I think I saw this in one of the reports.  Looked like some kind of amulet or something.”

“No, I know,” I nodded quickly, “I saw the same thing when I launched our drone and saw one of them up close,” I said, handing him back the amulet.

“Yeah. Anyway, you guys were way up Old Dover, but then none of you ever came down the road.  I just knew in my gut something went wrong.  I just stayed in my car, too scared to move.  They looked like they were flying around angry, fanning their arms out like this,” -here he spread his arms out and downward, crooked at the elbows with shoulders hunched- “and that just freaked me out.  So I just stayed there.

“I’m sorry.  I went up later and then figured there had to be somebody hiding in the old Trigg County barn office or in some homes further up.  I just got to that little office first and found you guys.  I’m not certain, but it looked like the windows on that home were all smashed in.  I don’t think any of those people made it,” he said, and then bowed his head sadly.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I breathed, slapping his shoulder.  “We’re so grateful, Hudson.  There are a few drinks, water, and some snacks and stuff in the fridge here.  Help yourself.  It’s pretty quiet up here but we have to keep it that way.  I think we still need to post a guard, and go in a rotation.  I’ve got a Glock, are you armed?”

“Yeah, me too.  Glock as well,” he said, pulling his jacket aside briefly to reveal a holster.

“You wanna text your wife?” Melissa asked.

“Oh, I’d love that, I was just gonna ask.  Thanks.  I had forgotten my phone at home when I went to the mini-mall.  I suppose if I had it, I mighta chickened out after hearing either from the news or from Andrea – that’s my wife – what had happened.  I’m glad I forgot it.”

“Here, take mine,” I said.  “Text whomever you want.  You can call her, just please keep it to a whisper.  Hon, do we still have the chargers up here?  Oh I see them.  Okay, good.”

I handed Hudson my phone and he dialed his wife, crouching down into a corner and speaking quietly with her.  It warmed my heart that she was still alive and could hear from him.  I went back to Melissa and asked her to check my shoulder, raising up my shirt.  All she said was “oooh, ouch, big bruise hon.  What did you do?” I told her about flying through that window, but that was all I told her from that office.  After that, the kids cuddled up with her on the couch, and she smoothed their hair and whispered to them.

Rutty was on one end of the couch, sound asleep.  I went over to him and gently smoothed back his hair.  His binky was in his mouth and, as he slept, he would periodically bob it up and down, sucking reflexively.  I kissed him gently, and he stirred but didn’t awaken.  I stared at him and drank in his childlike beauty, wondering what I would do if I lost Melissa and him.

Thank you, Lord.  Thank you for protecting all of us.  

But then, maddeningly, the thought came instantly to my heart: I sure wish you would have protected all of those people.  I sure wish I would have protected Mick.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Thursday, September 3rd, 2026, 7:15pm

 

Rutty was stirring and was about to wake up.  On any normal day we would have woken him much earlier than now.  This was not a normal day.

Hudson had finished up a morning call with his wife, assuring her that he’d be home soon.

“Kids, anybody gotta go potty?”

Cameron and Sissy both raised their hands.  Hudson raised his hand.  So did Melissa.  I laughed.  “Well, that makes all of us.  Me too.  Let’s go as quickly as we can.  Everybody hang on, and I’ll take a listen.  Nobody flush – please.  We can’t make noise.  We’ll deal with it later.”

We were cut off from the outside, as there were no windows on the attic.  We would have no idea if the aliens were near, or if they were in fact inside our home.

I stayed there for a good two minutes, listening.  Nothing.  “Okay, let’s get ready.  Hon, do you have a change of diapers for Rutty?  He’s not quite potty-trained yet, Hudson, sorry,” I tossed his way.

He waved me aside, chuckling.  “It’s not a problem.  I have nephews and nieces.”

“No, but I can get some when I’m downstairs. He’s actually in undies right now, under his pants,” Melissa said.

“You wanna go first, Hudson?  It’s down the ladder, head to your left and it’s right around the corner.”

“Sure.”

“Okay.  I’ll cover, you push the ladder down, yeah?  Slowly,” I reminded him.  “Hon, get back,” I said, waving her toward the wall with all of my kids.

Repeating that stealthy hymn in my head, I pulled out my Glock and pointed downward.  Hudson pushed, slowly.  The attic ladder protested only slightly, a tiny hiccup of noise that wouldn’t register on a hearing test.  Hudson pushed it down and then reversed himself, letting it slowly fall the rest of the way to the floor, and then climbing down.  He turned and gave me a thumbs up, disappeared down the hall, and was soon back.  I stayed posted up pointing downward.  Before he came into view he offered a meek “It’s Hudson, I’m coming back up.”

He slowly ascended the ladder, and then Melissa went after him.  “Remember, don’t flush, hon,” I said.  She took a bit longer, also retrieving more underwear and diapers (just in case) for little Rutty, and then was slowly back up.

“Okay, I’ll go quick.  Hon, take my gun.”  I handed it to her and then went as quickly as Hudson had, and was back up with them before they knew it.  That just left Sissy and Cameron.  “Okay kids, Sissy you wanna go first?  Bub, is that okay?”  Cameron nodded.  “Okay, Sissy, you’re up.  Quiet as a mouse, Teaspoon, k?  Don’t flush, remember.”  She nodded and headed off.

In a moment Sissy was back and then, finally, it was Cameron’s turn.  “You ready, Bub?”

“Yeah, but daddy can you please come with me?” he begged.  “Please?  I’m scared.  I don’t wanna go down there.”

“Down where?  That’s just our house down there.”

“I know, but, I just…I…Daddy, please can you come with me?”

“Okay, yes, no problem.  Just hold tight.”  I handed Melissa my gun again.  “Bub, grab onto my back and hang on.  I’ll take us both down together.”  He did so, and we slowly made our way down the ladder.  I don’t know what I was thinking…he had definitely grown heavier since the last time I carried him piggy-back.  My foot slipped on one of the rungs and my knee banged into a rung above it, prompting a sharp intake of breath from me.  We paused and waited.  Nothing.  We got to the floor and then hit the bathroom, soft and quickly as field mice.

We were all done and tiptoeing back across the floor to the attic ladder when I heard it.  “Shhh!  Bub, hold up.”  I could see over the railing down below. Shadows were passing by the tall windows flanking the front door. Oh no. They heard us.

At that moment, the sliding glass door shattered. Something flew through it and glass flew everywhere.  Jack yipped.  I could hear Melissa shush him and pull him back.  My heartbeat doubled in pace and a cold thrill shot through me. They’re in our home, dammit, our home!

The shadows at the front door recoiled, shocked at the noise, but then re-engaged, ramming the door.  They were through!

Cameron went up first.  “Go, go, go!” I whispered to him, pushing him up by his rump.  I didn’t think they saw us; the stairwell took a sharp bend down below and they were on the other side of the wall below our topmost landing pickets.

I heard sniffing.  Loud and obnoxious sniffing, like something on the hunt.  Each step took an eternity.  My calves were cramping from all the running earlier in the day.  My fingers were raw and achy from gripping my phone.  The arteries in my neck re-engaged, pumping blood and adrenaline through my body.  My breathing quickened even as I tried to slow and quiet it.  I could hear the sniffing.

Something was coming around the corner and now up the stairs.

The last rung was before me, and I gripped the flooring above the ladder, pulling myself up so slowly.  Hudson was aiming straight down the cavity below, and Melissa had all the kids and Jack on the couch, away from the hole.  Cameron had Jack wrapped up in his arms and was gently shushing him, petting him.  Jack was licking Cameron’s face in return.

I was up.  I motioned to Hudson to help me pull the ladder up.  He nodded and holstered his Glock, reaching down.  Something was still coming, and we both heard it.  The sniffing grew louder.  I was sweating again, and thunderous pounding fear shot through me.  Both of us slowly grabbed as low a rung as we could and brought the ladder upward, gently and gradually, noiselessly.

I swear that thing was almost upon us…the sniffling turned into hissing, and the hissing turned into growling.

The ladder was closed.  The hatch was shut.  We both bent over the railing and grabbed a rung and pulled tightly.

Something on the other side saw the swinging attic rope.  We hadn’t pulled it through!  It grabbed onto the rope. The attic ladder opened slightly at its pull.  We pulled back.  I looked at Hudson and his eyes were ringed with fear.  He was panting, and trying to control that panting and subdue it to a noiseless silence, swallowing back his fear with silent chokes.  We pulled hard.

A bluish-green mist began to filter through the crack in the attic ladder…it permeated through and swirled slightly around, as if it was a creature of its own and desired to seek out human life to then snuff out.  I watched it connect with my skin.  It was icy to the touch.  Raw, hot fear churning below my epidermis met barren, cold chill as that mist seeped into the attic.

Something was pulling on the other side.

I could feel the counterforce seizing the attic ladder away from us, trying to pull it downward while we feverishly continued to pull up.  The tips of our fingers were clutching the aluminum rungs in utter desperation, gripping hard.  Our knuckles were white.  Whatever was down there was not letting go, and it wanted up here with us.  Dare we let go, whip out our Glocks and fire?  We only had so many bullets.  There were hundreds of thousands of them out there.  No.  We would take down a few of them, and then they would swarm us, paralyze my wife and children and me, and then eat us, while we felt every single bite.

No!  I thought.  I’m not letting go.  Over my dead body. That thing would have to be stronger than this fireman, who had devoted his life to fitness and saving lives.  No! Hudson was pulling as well, with all his might and with every fiber of his being.

Suddenly, the wall behind us echoed with overpowering and obnoxiously loud pings of metal on metal.  Whatever was below us hissed and let go, distracted.  There was a commotion.  A sound of rushing frenzy.  Hudson and I didn’t let go, but I whipped my head back to the wall.  Cameron was standing by the trash chute and had dropped a full can of Coke down through it.  It noisily plummeted 20 feet to the garbage in the garage, and they flew around, trying to find a way to get in there, smashing things in their fury.

The malevolent creature that had been just beyond the attic ladder retreated, and my heart slowed, but my grip didn’t lessen one bit.  In what was probably only a few minutes, but what seemed like an eternity, all was quiet again.  Hudson and I slowly, noiselessly sat back and sighed, our faces in our hands, wiping the sweat from our brows.

We weren’t out of this yet.  Our home was now broken and no longer safe, and we would have to soon leave it. They perceived that we were up here, and though I had no idea of their intelligence level, it wouldn’t be long before they tried again.

The sad truths hit me.  Our home was no longer safe.  We couldn’t stay here.  We had to leave.

 

9   |   MOVING DAY

 

Friday, September 4th, 2026, 1:24am

 

We were all in consensus.  Things were about to change, and there was nothing we could do about it.

There was no more noise downstairs.  Maybe our luck had not run out yet; maybe they had gotten what they needed from that Coke can and decided to continue exploring the next house.  They would find Mick and Sam’s house empty, I feared, and choked back another swallow of guilt and regret.

Hudson suggested we turn on the local news and see what else we could find locally.  Apple News was loaded to the rafters with articles on aliens, international dealings with aliens, attacks in all fifty US states, news on the president, but nothing locally.  CNN, MSNBC and all of them wouldn’t zero in on what we were dealing with here.  We’d want to know where to go.

The kids had finally felt safe enough again to fall asleep, and now they were snoring gently on the couch next to Rutty, who, mercifully, decided to sleep the night away.  But that only meant that he’d be up sooner than normal, which meant we had to get moving.  But a check of the local news seemed smart.  One of us stayed put by the attic ladder, ear pressed to the floor to listen for any more incoming.  So far, there were none.

We turned on Channel 5 again, keeping the volume low.  The first thing that greeted us was the anchor relaying instructions from the local martial law military commander.  “…up and down the Midwest.  The instructions are clear, once again: Do not leave your homes.  Stay under cover.  The aliens are everywhere, and they are killing everything that moves.  There seems to be a giant mass of them collecting up and down the Cumberland River.”

The Cumberland is to our west.  We shouldn’t go that way.  Noted.

“There are scattered reports that the aliens are paralyzing people with some form of psychic power or telepathy.  Whatever you do, if you see one of these creatures, close your eyes and run away.  Do not look at it.  They reportedly are attracted to movement, noise, and scent.  If you are able to get somewhere quietly, stay still, mask your scent and the scent of anything that you might be accustomed to, there is a chance you will be left alone.”

“Damn, I’d kill for a smoke though,” Hudson jested.  

Melissa joined him, chuckling grimly. “Me too.”

“There are countless local reports that residents are being fiercely attacked at the coastlines of all waterways and being pushed far inland, though there is no understanding yet as to why.

“Those familiar with Fort Campbell and Sabre Airfield stationed there will no doubt have heard of the massive counterattack that just happened a few hours ago as several fighters lifted off with hunt-and-destroy orders for all of the aliens once it was clear that their intentions were in fact hostile.  Sadly, that effort fell far short, as nearly every single aircraft at this time appears to have been taken out of the sky by the aliens, and Fort Campbell and Sabre Airfield are now in ruins.  Rescue operations are underway at this time.

“We do have confirmed reports now that the construction happening west of Clarksville, just off Zinc Plant Road, is in fact one of the many Blockades that the President announced in his recent State of the Union.”

Melissa and I looked at each other with eyes wide, and I could see optimism there.  Hudson shot up and came closer, despite the potential threat of aliens getting back into our home.

“That Blockade has been announced as ‘DN436’ by a local insider, and construction has been underway for some time.  Only recently were witnesses able to get beyond the screened-off perimeter in order to confirm that it is in fact one of the aforementioned ‘Blockade’ underground bunkers, located just north of Zinc Plant Road near to the Clarksville zinc plant.  Two others have reportedly been constructed fairly close to Nashville, and were close to being completed, one at Mammoth Cave National Park, and the other in Alpharetta, all part of this ‘DN’ series of Blockades.  Work has now been abandoned there due to the attacks, but I’m told that the automated drilling is proceeding unabated still.  The Clarksville location, you can see there, already has what looks like some sort of armament, those look to be gun towers of some kind – placed on top of them.”

Wow, I thought. Three of them that are fairly close to us. Clarksville was only an hour southeast of us.  That’s where Anya, little Liam’s mom, had said that they were going to enroll her brother-in-law.  I wondered if they had made it.

“Now onto national news, everywhere, it seems, the aliens have gone on the attack, but society is putting up a brave effort and fighting back.  We have exclusive footage from Chicago where, if you look toward the bottom center of your screen you’ll see a sniper targeting one of the aliens near the roof of the Willis Tower, formerly known as the Sears Tower.  Here you can see the alien hurtling to earth and annihilating that sniper, sadly, but strong resistance efforts are being mounted everywhere.

“While the news of the death of the Vice President and his staff at the White House has yet to be confirmed, the President has reportedly landed at Nashville International Airport in Air Force One and has moved our alert level to Defcon One.  He and his staff are at this time confirmed to be alive and protected inside the hull.  Unfortunately the same cannot be said of their fighter escort squadron.  Here you can see cellphone footage of the aliens pursuing two of the fastest man-made fighter jets ever, the F-35 Lightning and F-22 Raptor, and the aliens are clearly overtaking them.  Sadly, it appears those pilots have been lost.

“In international news, both North Korea and Iran have apparently both launched missiles at what is reported to be an alien mother ship allegedly out over the Atlantic Ocean.  Fearing triggering an interstellar war and possibly the annihilation of our entire planet, allied nations shot down those missiles and have jointly condemned these strikes, although the whole fracas has prompted many to ask the question about a nuclear counterstrike, and why isn’t America leading the charge with ICBMs and other aerial warfare.

“At this time there are no announced plans to mount any kind of nuclear counterstrike due to the obvious fallout and negative consequences it would have for humanity as a whole, and for decades to come.  A confidential tip from an inside source who wishes to remain anonymous at this time revealed that though there have indeed been strong discussions on the nuclear aspect, international agencies were swift to condemn such a counterstrike given the obvious ramifications and fallout from nuclear isotopes.

“That being said, we’re told that all over the world, humanity is fighting back in what could only be referred to as a concerted guerilla effort, and now the authorities are rolling back prohibitions on employing the use of licensed handguns and assault rifles against the aliens.  In short, if you have them, use them.  The aliens appear to be flesh and blood and can be killed.  The issue comes down, quite simply, to overwhelming numbers of them.

“Also, on another note, tragedy today for millions of God-fearing Catholics around the globe as the beloved Pontiff fell prey to the aliens.  Vatican media posted this on their social media channels shortly afterward to honor him.  Wow, that is terrible.  There he is holding up his cross, and he seems to be shouting something with great passion at the crowd of aliens gathered over Vatican Plaza. And, there, right there…that’s the moment that they grab him and pull him up into the air, and you can just make out his cross dropping back down out of the sky.  Truly, truly tragic.

“Everywhere, it seems, these aliens are taking down society with great power and abilities we’ve never seen before.  They’re also apparently killing off livestock, birds, deer, as well as cats and dogs.  So, remember to keep your family pets indoors.

“For now, they appear to be clustering together and washing across the globe, taking out entire metropolitan cities with that power.  Wait a moment-” -here he paused and put a finger to his earpiece- “we’re getting reports that more aliens are headed this way.  Yes…I…ok, that is confirmed, more aliens are headed for Nashville and Davidson County in vast numbers, so, if you are in the general area, whatever you can do to flee to safety, do so.  God speed, everyone.  We’re signing off here.”  He ripped his headset out of his ear.  He bolted out of frame, and the local channel kept running with an empty newsroom. “Okay, let’s bail.  Jack, grab those tapes.  Carter, I’m ready, let’s go guys, let’s go!”

And then, nothing.

I heard a small voice behind me.  “Dad, was that the Pope?”

Melissa and I whirled around.  “Oh, Cameron, Bub, I’m- I’m sorry.  I didn’t know you had woken up,” I said.  In the dim light of that tiny room, his face was grossly lit by the brightness of the television set.  Rutty was asleep to his right, and he had propped himself up on one elbow behind his sister’s legs, watching everything we were.  “How long have you been awake?”

“Long enough,” he answered maturely.  I wasn’t sure what that meant other than he had seen enough to know the world would never be the same again.

“Come here,” I said.  He gently slid out from behind Sissy and came over to Melissa and me, wedging himself on the floor between us.  I turned off the TV.  The only light in the attic now was a standing lamp in the corner.  Hudson returned to sentry at the attic ladder. Jack looked at him quizzically as he did so, as if he expected a morsel.

“I’m really scared, dad,” Cameron said, and his lip quivered.

“I know, kiddo.  Me too. So is Mama.  Even Hudson over there is scared,” I said.  Hudson stretched his arms out wide to show how much.  “It’s okay to be scared.”

He appeared pensive, and something was nagging him.  “Why would the Pope just stand there and shout at them, Mommy?  Didn’t he know what they could do to him?”

“I don’t know, sweetheart,” she said, smoothing Cameron’s hair lovingly across his forehead and then wrapping her arms around his front.  “Pastor Bill did tell us to be bold, right?  Maybe the Pope had just decided to do that very thing.  Be bold.”

“Did Pastor Bill know the Pope?” he asked with a measure of incredulity.

“I don’t think so, honey,” she said.  “I think he had just decided that he was going to trust in God and in His power to get them out of here.”

“But they didn’t go anywhere.  They stayed and just took him.”

“Yes, they did, didn’t they?  They took him, alright.”

“So why didn’t he run, like the rest of us?  Was he more brave than we were today?”

I watched the two of them work it out.  Melissa was excellent at this.

“Oh, no, kiddo, it’s not like that.  Sometimes running and deciding to live is more brave than staying.  To each their own.  The Pope was deciding to stand up for himself in a way that he felt was bold.  And you all decided to run like hell… and you decided that you were going to fight to escape and live.  I’d call that pretty darn brave.”

Cameron was silent for a moment, pensive.  “Mama?  I don’t think I was very brave.  I saw what the aliens did to one of my friends.  Caitlin.  I saw what they did to her.”

My heart sank.  I knew her daddy, Barry.  And…Tabitha I think?  I couldn’t remember her mom’s name.  Barry had come to men’s group functions at the church.  Caitlin was in first grade with Cameron at Trigg County Primary School.  But not anymore.  He had seen them get her.

“Oh, kiddo, I’m so sorry, Bub,” I said to him.

“I’m sorry, honey,” Melissa echoed.

 I could feel Hudson watching us, and I wondered if he and his wife had tried to have kids but couldn’t, or something like that.

“I just got so scared, Mama.  Why, if God is a shield about us, and if the Pope stands for God, why would God let them eat the Pope and Caitlin, Mama?”  He never made it through his words, and collapsed into quiet sobs.  Melissa pulled him into her chest and comforted him.

“Cameron, honey, oh my goodness.  Shhh, it’s okay.  I know it’s hard to understand.  Shhh.  Someday it will make sense.  Sometimes God allows these things to test us, and to make us stronger.”

“But the Pope won’t get stronger and Caitlin won’t get stronger because they ate them, Mama.”  To that, she had no answer.

My son.  Ever the cynic.  His cynical side was growing…augmented…cemented in place when he witnessed what he had out there.  My poor son.  It was then that I remembered he had apologized to me when he was wailing and running away from the attack.  

“Cameron.  Hey bub.  Look at me,” I said, reaching out and smoothing away his tears.  “When we were running away, you said, ‘I’m sorry.’  Did you think you weren’t being brave enough?  If so, that’s not true.  You were very brave yesterday.  Do you remember how fast you ran to get away?  Brave.  Some people would just cry and huddle in a corner, wishing it would all go away.  You didn’t.  Remember when I hurt myself coming into that little office, and I asked you to shut that window and lock it?  You did it.  Brave.  Then we went out there to Hudson’s car even though we knew the aliens were out there somewhere?  You did that too. Brave.  You were very brave yesterday, son.  I’ve never been more proud of you.”

His sobbing stopped, and his cheeks reflected the warm amber of the room lamp.  But I saw confidence build in his eyes as he listened to me.

“Brave,” I said, holding a fist out toward him.

My son fist-bumped me, and that, in and of itself, was a brave move: acceptance of one’s own potential and worth.

“I’m still scared, Daddy.”

“I know, son.  It’s okay to be scared.  It’s what you do with your scared that makes you a man.  Ya know what I do when I’m scared?”

“What?”

I settled down closer to him, rubbing his chest.  “I think back to when I was a kiddo on the seashore in Seattle.  We would drive all the way out to Ocean Shores.  It’s way, way out there, southwest of Seattle.  We used to go out and jump the waves as little kids.”

“Your daddy and me,” Melissa chimed in.

“Yeah, and we would build sandcastles on the shore, search for seashells, all of that. That sound…oh man, that sound of the waves as it flowed gently in, over and over, again and again, pounding the surf toughly, but gently, with all of those waves.  The sound was so mesmerizing, and I would never forget it.  It becomes a constant reminder that God is with you, and that you’re not alone.  That even when you feel alone, here He comes right back to you, yet again, reaching out to you.  That’s just who He is.  So I think of the seashore.  That’s where mommy and daddy’s phrase came from.”

“What phrase?”

Melissa cleared her throat.  “I love you, every day, more and more, over and over.  Because every day, more and more, over and over, the waves come crashing in and remind you that they’re there.  Just like God does.  Just like we do with each other.  We’ll always be here for each other.”

He sighed.  It was having some cumulatively positive effect, but his brows were still furrowed.

“Try to get some rest, okay?” I asked him.  “We love you so much, kiddo.  We’ll figure out what to do.  Get to sleep, okay?”

“Okay.  Love you, Daddy.”

“I love you Bub.”

“I love you my brave Cam-Cam,” Melissa said.

He smiled.  “Love you, Mama.”

“Hey, kiddo,” I said, “here’s a dad joke for ya.  I saw a book titled ‘How to Solve Half Your Problems.’  So I bought two.”

Cameron laughed a gentle laugh that clearly told me two things: one, that I was a weirdo, and two, that he needed to laugh.  I was grateful that that came to me at just that time.

Now, if only such a book could effectively apply to ridding our planet of these aliens, I would buy up every single copy and kiss the author’s feet.
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It was all quiet down there, and outside.  I woke up with a start.  Hudson was still lying on the floor near the attic door.  He had fallen asleep listening.  I would have as well.

It felt warmer outside, and I looked at my watch, which I had failed to charge.  Sixty-two degrees.  That was hot for the morning!  I hadn’t caught the forecast but it was bound to be a hot day.  Maybe they wouldn’t like the heat so much and would leave us alone.

I reproached myself for falling asleep.  But it had worked out well: now we were all well-rested.  I couldn’t believe Rutty was still asleep on the couch.  He was now perched on Melissa’s lap, so he must have awoken at some point and Melissa had shown him that everyone was sleeping, so they could fall back asleep too.

I wished briefly I had put a window in this attic, if only to see outside and determine if the aliens were still nearby.  But the door swings both ways: what would afford us the ability to be on the lookout for them would afford them the ability to be on the hunt for us.  No thanks, I thought.  Glad I opted not to put the window in here.  I remembered that Melissa and I had actually discussed that at one point.  It was good fortune and pure luck that we hadn’t installed one, in retrospect.

I turned on the news, quietly again.  No one there.  Channel 5 was, for all intents and purposes, abandoned.  I switched it to WSMV 4.  There was a reporter whom I had never seen before, and they were in a different room, perhaps a locked bunker somewhere.  It looked to be a woman in her mid-twenties, made up as if she expected to report in for a morning broadcast today but now disheveled, tear-streaked, and unkempt hair tumbling down from a headset through which she was transmitting up close.  There were sounds coming from beyond her, dull sounds, and she was crying, wide-eyed, and whispering through her tears.

“I repeat, this is Tiffany Whitaker with WSMV-4.  We are under attack!  Do not head toward Nashville.  Apparently the aliens are conducting some sort of sweeps over the land to kill off and hunt down survivors.  That’s some of them just outside the office.  But a very large wave of them has been moving southwest from St. Louis, and there is another one beyond that, coming down.  The first wave has passed Clarksville, and is almost to us to reinforce those already here.  Do not approach Nashville!  My friends, I’m very scared in here,” she said, looking back toward the door of whatever small room she was hiding in.  She shifted her body and you could see a horde of file cabinets shoved up against the door, which was constantly being pounded.  There were other people in there with her.  The door could be seen buckling with each blow, and shapes moving beyond the widening crack.  Someone was at the other end of the file cabinets with their back up against the wall and their legs bracing the file cabinets, which were stacked end to end against the door.

My heart thudded again as I watched in horror.  I quickly glanced back around to see if anyone else was awake.

“We’re just trying to keep safe in here, and ah!  Joey!  Uh, we’re not going to make it, everyone, I’m sorry…ah!  No!  Dennis, push!”  She turned back to us.  “Everyone, whatever you can do, just try to-” she stopped and turned. There, as the door widened just enough to open slightly, was the face of one of them, leering at her, eyes wide open, and it seemed to be pulsating.  It was crawling through the door, pushing with all its might.  The reporter froze, standing and turning away from the camera toward the invaders.  I knew what happened.  They had frozen her.  The top half of the door buckled and snapped over itself, and they all flew in like bats. Something loud snapped off camera, and then the lens was smeared with blood.

The person who had been bracing the file cabinets tried to hunker down under them as they leaned over, but one of them noticed him, reached down a long pale spindly arm and yanked them out.  It didn’t bother freezing them; instead, the alien mauled him, and others joined in too, while he screamed for his life.

I shut off the TV, trembling, the wind sucked out of my very lungs.  I took a deep cleansing breath to calm myself.

“You okay, hon?” I heard Melissa whisper.

For the second time, I whirled around to a voice behind me.  I shook my head.  “No, hon, I’m not.  We’ve gotta get out of here.  That attic ladder doesn’t even lock.  The sliding door is shattered.  They’ve rammed through the front door.  What kind of hiding place is this?

“Channel 4 just reported that a huge group of them just passed Clarksville and was headed to Nashville.  And that a new wave of them was coming down from St. Louis.  It’s like they’re passing over the land in waves, killing off survivors and then scouring the land for more of them.  I don’t wanna be here anymore, hon.  I don’t.  Can we- can we, I just think we need to go.  Now.”  A sudden panic had set into my voice and eyes, and she heard and saw it.

“You wanna go out there? Oh, honey, after what we just saw and have been through?  That could be suicide for all of us!”

“But it might not, hon.  We can’t stay here.  We have to get to that Blockade and under military protection.  Hon this isn’t just for us; it’s for the future of our family.  For our kiddos.  Please.  I need you to trust me that we can’t stay here.  One gun won’t protect us forever.”

She deliberated in her own spirit, chewing her lip.  At last she shook her head and threw her arms up.  “Okay.  Fine.  Dammit.  I trust you.  It’s just…Clarksville’s only like forty miles northwest of Nashville.  That’s really close.  I just hope to God that you’re right, hon.”

“I do too.  Believe me.  But I am right in that we can’t stay here, and that they’ll be back.  Without a doubt.”

Hudson was coming to.  He turned toward us, and looked up groggily.

“Hey, Hudson.  We’re going.  We may have a window of opportunity.  We’ve gotta go.  More are coming.  This place isn’t safe anymore, and they’re picking off survivors.  We’re going to make for that Blockade in Clarksville.  That’s an hour south of us, but if we drive carefully and maybe use the backroads, we can make it.  I’d rather go out with a fight where there are more of us than be picked off here with only a few bullets.”

Hudson, surprisingly, agreed.  “I don’t wanna hide,” he said.  “I wanna go get my wife.  We’re a few doors down.  We can meet you there.”

“Okay.  We have our hybrid too, we’ll all pile in there.  You got any more guns at home?  Clarksville is an hour south of here, but it’s gonna take us three or four hours if we have to slow it down if we see a mass of them coming.”

He nodded.  “Yeah.  You’re welcome to some of it.  I already had Andrea load everything up last night when I talked to her.  You can swing by on your way.”

“Right.  Okay,” I said, feeling a plan forming.  “I’d much rather be in our Sienna than this house right now, on the way to something with gun towers over them, frankly, and if we’re in between two of those waves, the time to go is now.”

Rutty woke up and looked at me.  “Daddy!”

“Oh, good morning, penguin!  Come here.  How are you, oh Daddy missed you so much.”  He ran over to me in his little undies and I squeezed him tightly.  Emotion swept over me and I swear I could cry.  “Look at you!  Are you dry??” I asked him in amazement.  “You slept all night long without a diaper, buddy!”

“Yeah, and I don’t even have a binky, Dada!”

“Shh, yeah, that’s great, kiddo.  I’m so proud of you.”  I play-punched his chin and he pretended to go flying backward. “Come here.”  I hugged him tightly again.  “You ready to go on a drive?”  I asked him, but I looked over at Melissa.  She took a deep and slow, careful, labored breath, but she looked hopeful.

“Okay.  Hon we don’t have time.  We’ve gotta get going.”  I felt an urgency welling up within me. We had to act to get out of here in the middle of those two waves of them before they came to ravage our house, and us, again.

I grabbed Hudson’s address and Melissa and I woke the other kids.  They came to groggily, but rested.  “Hey, kiddos.  Time to go. We’re gonna go someplace safer.”

“Where are we going? What about Jack, Daddy?  Are we taking him?”

I hadn’t thought of that.  He might make noise to alert them.  But then again, he might make noise to alert us to them.  He had proven that he could growl at them, and that he recognized them as dangerous.  But would that be our undoing?  I considered it for a moment as I looked at Jack.  The Channel 5 reporter had said that the aliens were killing off everything.  Even animal life like cows, birds, cats, dogs, pets, livestock.  If that were true, Jack might be the one living canine survivor, and we’d need to preserve him.

It was a tough choice.  I looked at Melissa and sighed.  She shrugged, but then nodded, clenching her lips tightly.  “We have to,” she said.  “He may be the only one left, hon.”

That tugged at my heartstrings and tore at my conscience.  If he gave us up by barking, we’d be alien food.  “Fine.  But if we can’t train him out of his bark, we have to let him go.  And I don’t know if they’ll even take him at that Blockade.  And he has to ride in his kennel in the back so they don’t see him.”

“So who doesn’t see him, Daddy?  And Daddy, what’s a Blockade?” asked Rutty.  “Up, up, up!” he called to me at my feet, stretching his arms out for me to pick him up.  

I grabbed him by his armpits and lifted him up.  “It’s a place where we will be safer, honey.  You wanna go there?”

“Yes!” he said enthusiastically.  But the reality was that his enthusiasm was based entirely on ignorance.  He had no clue what had happened since yesterday.  I thought to myself carefully for a moment, and then set him back down and took him by the shoulders.

“Okay, Rutty, but we have to be really, really careful. Okay?”  He nodded.

“No, kiddo.  I mean really careful.  Do you remember the sky monsters?”  Again, nodding.  “Well, they don’t like us very much.  Remember the other night when I crept up on you at the kitchen table and Mama told you to hold very still, and you looked over at me as I was going down the hall toward Sissy and brother?”

Big smile.  “Yes, can we play that again?”

“Not right now, kiddo.  Okay, it’s like that, though.  You can’t look at them.  If you see them, you don’t make a sound.  You don’t move, and you don’t look at them.  You got it?  Can you do that?”

“Yep, and look daddy, look what I drew last ni-” he said, turning toward a drawing he had made.

“No, Wyatt, no!” I grunted a little too loudly, and I shook him quickly, startling him.  Melissa hissed and momentarily reached out for him, but then restrained herself.  “Look at me.  I mean it, Rutty.  Daddy means it more than he’s ever meant anything before.  I mean it more than I mean it when I say ‘I love you.’  You must not look at them.  You must not make a noise.   You must not move.  Do you understand me, Wyatt?  Promise me!”

He looked at me, and his little eyes seemed to widen in fright and understanding.  He did not like being in trouble, and he felt he was in it now.  His eyes started to fill up.  “Okay, Daddy I promise.  You hurt my arm, Daddy.”

I choked and sighed, looking skyward.  “I’m sorry, it’s okay.  Forgive me, kiddo, Daddy is so, so sorry,” I said, enveloping his little body in my arms and hugging him to me.  “I’m so proud of you and I love you.  I just needed you to know how serious I was.  Daddy didn’t mean to hurt you.  You’re not in trouble.”  I pulled him away and kissed him on the forehead.  “K?”

“K.  Can I show you my drawing now?”

“How ‘bout you take it with you and show me in the car, okay?”  He nodded.  “Okay.  Let’s get ready.  All of us.”

I stood to look around at all of them.  “This is it,” I said.  “We may never come back here, but we need to get somewhere safe.  Honey, can you pray for us, maybe the Lord’s Prayer?”

Melissa nodded, and cleared her throat.  Hudson bowed his head.  So did the kids.  Melissa started to take a breath, when I stopped her.  “Kids, listen to this, and listen good.  I want you to memorize this.”  Rutty looked up at her with intention and interest.  Melissa took another breath.

Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy Name. Thy kingdom come; thy will be done on earth as it is in Heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.  And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen.

“Amen,” we all breathed.

“Let’s go,” I said to them.  “No talking.  I mean it.”
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The kids had gone potty first, and then we did.

“Daddy, what ha-” Rutty started, but Melissa shushed him and put her hand over his mouth.

Now we were all slowly filtering out the broken front door into the front yard, after Hudson and I had done a preliminary lay of the land through the windows.  We both had our guns drawn and up, and I had most every single magazine I could find in my pockets; Melissa was carrying a few extra in a knapsack.  She had grabbed a few drinks, snacks and sundry from the kitchen, at least for the journey.  Who knows what kind of food they had at the Blockade, if they even had any at all.

I had my gun in one hand and Jack in his kennel in the other, and was looking around wildly.  I was nervous as hell, and shaking to boot, hoping to God that we were doing the right thing.  The older kids both carried baseball bats.

My family was probably a little annoyed by my continued motioning for them to keep it quiet, but at least they didn’t roll their eyes.  Especially Cameron and Sissy knew just how important it was to keep silent.

I peeked outside and looked around.  The sky was free of them for now.  I found myself oddly wishing that they were still there, hovering.  Knowing that they were there and wondering why they came was better than being assured of the horrid realization that they were utterly evil.

Hudson went for his car up on the street.

We opened the van doors and the kids all quickly filed in, sitting down below the seats in the very back.  I was torn about this.  I didn’t think we were going to be going anywhere fast because fast equaled noise.  So the kids should be fine.  However, if for some reason we needed to make a break for it, they would need to be in their car seats for sure.

The very worst part would be pulling out of the driveway, although there really wasn’t much gravel before the road.

My teeth were chattering as I climbed into our seat.  Melissa turned to me and placed a gentle hand on my arm.  “We can do this,” she whispered.  “I love you. Every day, more and more, over and over.”

“I love you.  Every day, more and more, over and over,” I repeated back to her, and then she silently counted 1, 2, 3 on her fingers.

I started the engine and silently pulled out of the driveway, starting up the hill.  My conscience was battling with itself.  Were we being foolhardy?  Brave?  Both?  God, if it’s foolhardy, please protect us anyway, I prayed silently.

Jack whined a bit from the back.  Cameron cooed to him softly and reassured him that it was okay.

First stop was Hudson’s down Old Dover.  His place was only a mile down; he and his wife lived beyond New Skinner Cemetery.  We inched past Mick & Sam’s house.  We all mournfully looked over at their house as we passed.  None of them were there, but the memories stayed, and there, they would remain.  So many cherished memories. Gone. I didn’t know where Sam and their kids were killed, but I knew precisely where Mick was killed.  I still couldn’t tell Melissa.  I swallowed hard and gripped the wheel, looking upward.

“Now kids, remember…keep watching the sky, all around us. Always be looking.  If you see one of those things coming, tell me, and we’ll stop right away.  But if they get up close to the van, do not look at them.  Close your eyes until I tell you that it’s okay.  Got it?”  No answer.  “Kids!”

“Okay.”  “Yes, daddy.”  “Got it,” came the three answers.  I took a deep breath as we left my best friend’s house behind, perhaps forever.

We made it to Hudson’s at practically biking speed, in a little over ten minutes.  I then plotted the course to Clarksville.  Hudson parked on the road again, and then speedwalked into his home.  I parked the van on the road, grabbed my Glock, and turned around briskly to the kids, putting my finger to my lips.  They nodded.

His wife, Andrea, came out hurriedly with a large, long tub for us, red-faced and heaving.  It was obviously heavy. “Hi, thank you for taking in my hubby.  Please take these,” she said.  “We have enough.”  Things were clinking around in there.  “They’re all loaded.  Keep ‘em away from the kids of course.  There’s some food in there too,” she said, breathlessly.  “We’ll see you there.”  

“Good Lord,” Melissa said, stepping out of the van.  “Thank you so much.  You’re too kind, Andrea.  Be safe,” she said, and then hurriedly hugged this sweet stranger. Andrea blushed and waved politely, retreating back into the house.  I opened the rear hatch and placed it over the very back seat.  “Kids, get in your car seats please…we need the room and I don’t want you back here. Hurry please.  Hurry,” I said, watching the skies.  I opened the tub and grabbed a few of the weapons, handing them up to Melissa, and bringing a few with me as well.

“What are those?” Cameron asked.  “Are those real guns, Daddy?”

“Yes.  Shhh.  Stay still.”

I laid them on the center console between Melissa and I, and put the rest down by my feet.  I recognized one of them as a Beretta, a shotgun, and another Glock.  Melissa took some by her as well.  I laid an AR-15 across the dash.  I hated those things: all the damage those things had wrought in mass shootings.  No civilian needed such a weapon of war, and any sane person knew that.  But now?  My, how your perspective changes when an AR-15 is all you have against an extraterrestrial killing force.  Now, I welcomed them.

Hudson stepped back out of his car and waved at us, giving me a thumbs up sign that he was good to go.  He gestured that they would meet us there.

Melissa was already back in the front seat.  I was just about to get into the van when I heard a sound.  A low growl was coming up the road behind us.  It was the sound of a yellow Jeep.  They saw us, and screeched to a halt.  I grimaced and frowned, getting into the van as quickly as possible.  Melissa rolled down the window and put her finger to her lips.

The panicked woman hailed us. “You got kids?  Get outta here!” We nodded instantly.  We already knew.  “There’s no time here, they’re coming!” the woman driver said.  “Make for Clarksville, there’s a bunker there, okay?  Clarksville!” she yelled, although she was trying to keep her volume subdued.  “Clarksville, off Zinc Plant Road!” she said one more time, and then they were off, racing down the road, before we could get a word in edgewise.

We watched them buzz down the road, and then sighed heavily, looking at each other.  Fools, I thought.  Don’t they know they have to keep it down?

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Friday, September 4th, 2026, 10:08am

 

We had been on the road for an hour, inching along at roughly twenty to thirty miles an hour, unwilling to go any faster and risk making more noise than absolutely necessary.  I was also constantly thinking about movement: our large green van would probably blend fairly well into the surrounding environment, but not out in the open; we’d have to go slower without the shelter of the trees.

So, that’s exactly what I did.  It was surreal, my eyes scanning the horizon back and forth as we slowly crawled along the road, trying to remain unseen.

We had gone down Old Dover and headed east on 807.  At one point Melissa firmly ordered the kids to close their eyes and not look.  North of Casey Creek we had come across a mass of abandoned cars along the side of the road, littering and partially blocking the road.  But it wasn’t the cars that were the concern.

There were chunks of bodies lying there on grisly display, just as there were up on Old Dover.  Limbs and appendages carelessly left behind.  And far more than that, there were the people left alive in a zombified state.  The same as we had seen when we had stepped out of that office.  As if they too had been on tranq.  But I knew these people would never wake up.  

Statues of people, frozen in time, their bodies perhaps still living and fighting, but stuck forever in a suspended animation from which they could not awake…and awake they would be when the aliens returned to finish them off.  

“Oh, dear God,” Melissa breathed silently.  This was her first actual view of calamity.  This was her rude awakening.  “Kids, keep your eyes down.  I mean it.  I’ll tell you when,” she muttered, and I don’t know how her voice didn’t simply quake from the horror.

We silently threaded our way through the cars and the carnage, shaking our heads the whole time.  I carried a lump in my throat.  There was a man about my age with a little boy and a little girl…all frozen.  There was a man who looked disturbingly like Mick.

They were all frozen in a nightmare from which there would be no waking, their very blood turned to sludge…the very air sucked from their lungs.

There and then, on that little country road, I felt guilty for having blood and breath… life… still in me.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Friday, September 4th, 2026, 11:42am

 

We had crossed into Tennessee some time ago, and were riding the state line on Angels Road.  The road noise was too much for Rutty, and he was told to be quiet anyway, so he decided to go back to sleep.  It never ceased to amaze me what road noise did to children.  Cameron and Sissy though: they had seen the unthinkable, and nearly died.  Their nerves were on fire, and they were stewing in a heightened sense of awareness just behind us.  They were our monitors.  They both kept wide-eyed and alert to any overhead danger. 

I didn’t know what city we were in, but I kept seeing signs for different training areas and Samuel Smith Memorial Park.  My guess was that we were drawing near to Sabre Airfield. The thought terrified me as we had heard of the valiant effort made by the pilots there.  Knowing that their defense was in vain was ominous and disquieting.

All this time I felt this enormous pressure of speed.  Where was that wave of aliens now?  Where would they catch up to us?  If they were coming from St. Louis, would they ambush us before we reached Clarksville?  It was hard not to shudder at the very prospect of all of us being frozen in our vehicle along some side of the road somewhere.  I looked down and tapped my gun for reassurance.

Off in the distance, east, southeast and southwest of us, there were a few blackened smoke trails billowing into the sky.  They weren’t solid black, and I took that to mean that they had been burning for some time.  There were many of them, however.  Melissa and I pointed them out to each other, but said no words.  We just kept watch.

 

•      •      •      •      •

 

Friday, September 4th, 2026, 1:13pm

 

We had literally just reached the outskirts of Clarksville.  Thank God.  I pointed at a sign for my wife, and she smiled, then returned to watching the skies.  However, we were drawing near to one of the reasons for the black smoke.

Driving down Lafayette Road, we passed through Woodlawn Estates, and there, smashed right into the middle of the neighborhood, were the remains of a military fighter jet.  It was impossible to determine what it had been, but there was still smoke pouring out of it, filling the sky above with a dark, ominous legacy of destruction.

It had come down just southwest of a high school that we had passed, into a development lined with apartments just south of the road.  We then knew what all of the other smoke trails were from.  They were the remains of the Sabre Airfield fighters trying to shoot down the aliens.

We were staring sadly at the one closest to us, when my eyes were drawn a bit farther up the road to a yellow tint.  We inched closer, and there, pulled just off the road and flipped over, was a yellow jeep.  We looked at each other in sadness.

And that’s when the dark figures swooped into view.  Melissa gasped as she sucked in her breath.  “Watch out.  Oh shit, oh shit!” I exclaimed.

“What, what?” Cameron said, coming out of his fog of staring out of the window.  Sissy, in alarm, turned to him, and then to us.

“Kids, stay still!  Stay still and look down!  Do not look at it!  Melissa, put your head down!  Keep quiet!”

I gently slowed the van down to a halt and put it in park, so that even the brake lights wouldn’t be on.  I didn’t know how well they could see, but they were swarming this area, and coming toward us.  Was this the remains of the previous wave?  Was it the next one?  What a fool I was to suggest this!

Cameron started to whimper softly, “Oh no, oh no.”

“Cameron Alex Shipley, you shut your mouth,” I said quietly.  “You do not say a word, do you hear me?  Do not move!”

Rutty was the only one who didn’t hear us, lost to sleep from the road noise.
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