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March 2015 – Houston, Texas
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“Another Michelada, hun?” the sassy barmaid asked. Her skimpy tee shirt knotted in the front showed off her midriff and navel piercing jewelry. The other half of her uniform was a pair of skin-tight black shorts that made yoga pants look modest.

Weasel was so busy sweating bullets he hadn’t even noticed the barmaid approach. He was engrossed in the soccer match on one of the bar’s many big screens. “Yeah,” he grunted, irritated by the interruption. Even so, he watched her sashay away in her tight shorts before returning his attention to the game. He had $5K riding on this match and his team was down by one goal. Before this game even started, he owed his bookie $10K. It wasn’t fair. Those crooked refs must have been paid off by the Venezuelan team, and they were going to cost him $5K and maybe his ass.

The barmaid returned with a bottle of Modelo inverted inside a frosty mug with a dash of spicy tomato juice. He muttered a gracias and while he finished emptying the beer into his mug, the small group of men watching the game roared as Venezuela scored again. Weasel’s head snapped back to the big screen to check the time. Oh, Jesus. Two minutes left to play. He wished those damned tomato-pickers would just finish their beers and leave. I’m in deep shit.

What to do? What to do? He tried to think of a way out – a way to get even with his bookie, but all he could think of was to double down. He called Felix. “Hola, Felix, my man. I wanna place another bet. This one on Chile, for $15 large.” Weasel wiped some sweat from his brow even though the sports bar was cold enough to make penguins shiver.

“I ain’t no payday loan company, Weasel. You owe me $15 grand, and I expect you pay my man, Ricky, when he comes by your corner later tonight if you value your cojones.”

Weasel started to plead for an extension, but Felix already disconnected the call. He knew there was no use calling back. Felix never cut anybody any slack—but he did cut up people that couldn’t pay, as an example to others.

The bar crowd roared again as Venezuela clinched the win. Weasel’s eyes and sphincter squeezed shut and he fairly shook with fear induced rage. Everyone knew these games were crooked. It wasn’t fair.

There was no way he could raise $15K in a few hours. The casinos in Louisiana were too far away, and he never won there anyway. He could go to the track, but he had no stake to bet on the ponies. Besides, that was a very long shot. But what could he do? Felix’s collector would carve him up for sure. He checked his wallet. After paying for his beers, he would have about $40 left to his name. His 1998 Taurus was a piece of shit. The blistering Texas sun baked off most of the paint, it had a broken odometer and the AC didn’t work. Selling the car wouldn’t bring more than maybe $500. Christ! How did he get in this mess?

For the next two hours Weasel called everybody he knew, trying to borrow the money to pay his bookie. And for all his efforts, he raised exactly nothing, nada, zip. Everyone he called knew he had a gambling problem on top of being a small-time drug dealer. He begged and pleaded, but even his mother and two brothers refused to loan him a dime. They’d been burned too many times.

Time was running out. He had to get to his corner and take care of his regulars. Mannie would be coming around eight o’clock with his nightly supply of crack and collecting yesterday’s receipts. He wasn’t stupid enough to bet that away. That would get him killed for sure. He always turned in every cent of his sales—never tried to rip Mannie off. Hey, maybe Mannie could front him the money? He wouldn’t want to lose one of his best hustlers.

Mierda! He couldn’t even make himself believe that. Everybody called him Weasel because he was a two-bit drug-hustling alcoholic with a gambling problem. He should get in his car and head for Mexico. Yeah, and he’d only get halfway to Corpus Christi before he ran out of gas and money. He was a tiny fish in the pond, but the ripples he was creating were about to stir up a tsunami.
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Ten Months Earlier - May 2014
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Ezra Charles pounded his piano keys like a crazed rocker while singing his blues hit, “Bolivar Ferry,” oblivious to Kate and Walter’s arrival. Ezra was a regular at the free summer concerts in The Woodlands at Market Street. A Beaumont native, Ezra dressed like a straight man without the benefit of fashion advice. Where does one buy a purple suit, anyway? Still, he could beat the daylights out of that piano.

Kate deftly threaded her way through the throng of camp chairs and picnic blankets. She found a small open spot near the center of the green and waved Walter over. He was doing the heavy lifting of their picnic gear, stumbling through the crowded throng, grinning as he listened to the lyrics of the song. It was about going on a cheap date as a teenager on the free ferry boat ride from Galveston to the Bolivar Peninsula and Crystal Beach.

Market Street was an idyllic old fashioned town square, with shops, restaurants, a movie theater, and even a Starbuck’s, enclosing a large infield of grass for kids to play in and for hosting the free spring concerts on Thursday evenings. Kate recognized several regulars. People tended to set up in the same area every week, as though they had deeds to their little patches of real estate. An area up close to the stage was left clear for small children to romp and dance under the watchful eyes of their parents. Walter could smell sizzling fajitas and wondered where it was coming from. Jasper’s maybe?

It was a warm, but not too hot day for May. Soon it would be the mid 90’s every day with a low of 75 at night all summer long. The sun would be going down behind the trees and buildings in a few minutes and it would cool off to a pleasant temperature with a slight breeze. In the meantime, the musicians on stage had to face the wrath of the sun’s glaring rays. How could they play like that, even with sunglasses, Walter wondered?

He quickly set up their camp chairs while Kate opened the cooler and poured them both a glass of Chardonnay. Not only were the concerts free, but you could bring your own food and drinks, including alcohol. She opened the Chic-fil-A bag and filled two paper plates: fried chicken strips, excellent coleslaw, potato chips from home—and a free concert. Life was good...for now. 
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Halloween 2014
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Blood oozed from the deviled egg “eyeballs” with their sightless black olive pupils. A disturbingly realistic “brains” shrimp cocktail with rivulets of cocktail sauce blood, and a cheeseball artfully crafted to look like a small pumpkin completed the appetizers for tonight’s dinner party. Katherine Dixon surveyed her black and orange table decorations with a critical eye. She wanted everything to be perfect. She enjoyed compliments from her husband and dinner guests, and they were that much sweeter when she knew they were sincere. Pumpkin spice candles filled the house with a festive scent. Guests would be arriving soon—time to get dressed.

Katherine’s husband, Walter, or Wally as his friends called him, was grilling spare ribs—another ghoulish-looking dish when slathered with barbeque sauce. You can barbeque year- round in Houston. Today, it was a pleasant 72 degrees. Trick-or-Treaters wouldn’t need any jackets tonight since there was no rain in the forecast. Walter loved BBQ, but he wasn’t really a very good grill man. He tended to overcook most things, especially pork and chicken, maybe because he didn’t trust a meat thermometer. Mother’s constant warnings about salmonella and other health hazards stayed with him even at age 53. She was coming to dinner tonight, along with his co-worker and friend, Hank Daily and his wife, Jean. Don’t need another lecture from mom about the pork not being cooked thoroughly. He turned the ribs one more time for good measure, enjoying a good whiff of the hickory infused grilled meat. Ah, heaven. He checked his watch so he would know when to commence the slathering of the sauce.

He drained his Shiner and thought about having another, but decided to wait. Kate stuck her head out the back door. “Wally, when you finish up there would you please put on some long pants?” Kate thought it was uncouth to ask guests for dinner and then dress like you just got done cutting the grass.

Walter waved his empty beer bottle and nodded. He nudged back the bridge of his tortoiseshell glasses that were always sliding down his nose and gave the spare ribs a final coat of KC Masterpiece, closed the grill lid for about 30 seconds to let them absorb a little more hickory smoke, and then transferred them to a clean platter. Was that platter a wedding gift, he wondered absently? He couldn’t remember where they got it. Probably only used it once or twice since the Clinton administration.

He went upstairs and pulled off his cargo shorts and Astros tee-shirt. But before he could put on his traditional Orange and black Halloween shirt and black pants, the Fashion Police materialized. “Why don’t you wear that nice dark blue shirt I bought for your birthday? It brings out the blue in your eyes, and it would look smart with some gray slacks.”

“But this is my special Halloween shirt. I only wear it once a year.”

“For the last 20 years! A few other people besides me may have noticed. Might want to do something different for a change.”

Fine. She’s sick of my Halloween shirt. No use arguing. It was a waste of time and she usually made very good suggestions. That shirt probably has another five years in it though. Not everything from K-Mart sucked. He changed quickly while Kate finished touching up her hair and makeup.

She wore a dark green satin top with a scoop neck that flattered her figure and complemented her long red hair, paired with tight black pants and open-toed black shoes so she could show off her pedicured toenails. The large toenails were painted with tiny orange pumpkins. She and Walter were the same age, 53, and this was the second marriage for both of them. Walter thought she was still a stunner with her long red hair, green eyes, and slim figure. Neither of them had children. After their first five years together, they agreed that ship had sailed, and they made peace with it. They had each other, and that was enough.

Walter helped Kate finish getting ready by setting the table. He started to put on Michael Jackson’s Thriller CD – Kate nixed that. “How about some soft music,” she suggested. He lit some candles in the dining room, placed the big plastic Jack-O-Lantern full of “Fun Size” candy on a tray table by the front door for the Trick-or-Treaters, and turned on the porch light. The neighborhood tradition was that all the beasties would be released at 7 PM to gather as much candy as they could by 8 PM. Then it was lights out. The neighborhood mothers seemed to have some kind of binding agreement and it worked very well. That gave families time to get dinner before the doorbell started ringing, and it prevented endless interruptions all night long.

Halloween 2014 - what a difference a few years can make, Walter mused. Twelve years ago their retirement savings, well everyone’s savings, tanked with the stock market. They followed the experts’ advice and held their investments, trusting that they would rebound, and they did, eventually. They were feeling greatly relieved four years later when their savings finally recovered to where it had been, and then three years later, Bam! The market tanked again going even lower than it had in 2002. They essentially lost ten years of investment growth. Walter no longer trusted the experts. It seemed any ripple in the world of politics or any hint of the Fed raising interest rates caused economic disaster. And who gave a flying fig what the Greeks did, anyway?

Concerned about any such future knee-jerk reactions, Walter recently decided to cash out his mutual funds and put it all in shares of Dallas Oil & Gas, or The DOG, as the company employees called it. It was where Walter worked for the past 26 years. New technology and a process called hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, was making it possible for oil companies to extend the life of old, played out oilfields and reap huge profits. As a geologist, Walter knew the future was bright, indeed, for the old DOG. The markets once again recovered, and so did Walter and Kate’s savings, now invested in Dallas Oil & Gas, and the company hadn’t started fracking yet—but they would in the very near future. He knew their savings were going to skyrocket and they would be positioned for a very nice retirement, indeed. Still, he daydreamed about how much their nest egg might have been if the market hadn’t taken such a beating during the recession. Oh, well, spilled milk and all that. Better get busy and help Kate with their guests.

Walter, Katherine, Hank, Jean, and Walter’s mother, Wanda, all took turns answering the door for Trick-or-Treaters and handing out candy. They made a game of seeing who could lavish the most praise on the children’s costumes. “My goodness,” Mother Wanda gushed. “If I didn’t know this was Halloween, I’d swear you were a real fairy princess.” The little one squealed with delight and ran back to her momma with her loot.

“Honey, call the newspapers and the TV. We’ve got Spiderman on our front porch. Quick, get the camera.” And so on. Finally, it was lights out and they all sat down for a barbeque dinner at 8 PM. They all agreed, generously, that Mother Wanda won the compliments game.

“Walter, dear, are you sure these pork ribs are thoroughly cooked?” Mother asked before cutting into one.
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November 2014
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The Dixons decided to stay home for Thanksgiving rather than travel to see family as they usually did. Kate was from Dallas, about 250 miles north of Houston. Her grandmother came over from Ireland to Ellis Island, and eventually moved south to Texas, where she raised a family. Walter was from Missouri, and he earned his degree at The University of Missouri at Columbia. After graduating, he got a couple of part-time jobs before landing a permanent position with Dallas Oil & Gas. He moved to Houston in 1988. Walter’s brother, Carl, and his family, and his other brother, Frank, divorced, still lived in the rural area of Columbia, Missouri.

Kate’s parents divorced when she was 12. Her mother, Margaret, remained unmarried. Her father, Kurt, remarried, divorced and remarried again. He lives across the country in California and rarely makes contact. Kate eventually learned to accept her father was a Jackass and ceased trying to include herself in his life.

Kate’s younger brother, Sam, and his girlfriend, Lynda, live in Plano, outside of Dallas. Her younger sister, Farah, husband, Jim, and son Jerry are currently stationed in Germany. Jim is a career Army enlisted man. It’s hard on Farah being away from her family so much, but on the plus side, she and her son are getting to see and live in foreign countries and experience their cultures.

Walter’s brother, Frank, and mother, Wanda, both came down from Missouri for Thanksgiving since they both live alone. Walter’s father died two years ago. Walter’s other brother, Carl and his wife, Angie, went to visit her folks in California. Walter’s sister, Pauline and her family live in Virginia. They confessed they were struggling financially and couldn’t afford to travel. Walter offered to pay their airfare, but they politely declined. So it was just Walter, Kate, his mother, Wanda, and brother, Frank, for Thanksgiving.

They enjoyed a quiet Thanksgiving at home, cooking together, making all of their holiday favorites: bread stuffing with lots of sage, creamed cauliflower, candied yams, deviled eggs, green and black olives, celery stuffed with cream cheese and pimentos, two pumpkin pies, and of course, roast turkey. The latest fad was to deep fry the turkey in peanut oil. That supposedly made them moister, but Walter couldn’t tell the difference, and it was too much bother cooking it outside, not to mention the extra cost of gallons of peanut oil and an oversized cooking pot. Traditional roast turkey was just fine.

Walter’s mother stayed in their guest bedroom for a week, and Frank opted for the local Hampton Inn. He was invited to sack out on the living room sofa-bed, but he was single and coveted his privacy. Walter suspected he might have some late night rendezvous’ planned. He told Walter he was only staying through Saturday and then had to drive back to Missouri on Sunday so he would be ready to go back to work on Monday.

“What about mom?” Walter asked incredulously. “You’re her ride home. You can’t just leave without her.”

“No, we discussed this before we left. I told her I had to get back to work, and she wanted to stay for a while. She bought a one-way Southwest ticket back home.”

“Oh. Never mind,” he said, feeling a little foolish. He should have known Frank wouldn’t have left mom stranded.

For Christmas, Walter and Kate drove to Branson, Missouri and stayed at the Chateau on the Lake. It was a beautiful resort hotel they discovered on their honeymoon. It was very elegant, by their standards, and it was always wonderfully decked out for the Christmas season with lavish decorations. They took in a few shows, including Dixie Stampede Dinner Theatre, which was basically an indoor rodeo; Legends in Concert, a bunch of celebrity impersonators; and Shoji Tabuchi, kind of a Japanese Wayne Newton. They enjoyed the festive holiday decorations, the brisk winter air, ate at some nice restaurants, had evening drinks in the hotel piano bar, and called that Christmas, with no wrapped gifts exchanged. They even got a little snow. It almost never snowed in Houston, and when it did, like once per childhood, it would melt almost as soon as it touched the ground – just as their idyllic life was about to melt.
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New Year’s 2015


[image: ]




Once all the holiday parties and gorging were done, 2014 was nothing more than some fond and not-so-fond memories evidenced by a few added pounds duly reported by the evil bathroom scale . Now it was time to get back to the daily grind and short-lived resolutions. 

“That can’t be right. That’s almost as much crude as the original well produced,” Hank Daily scoffed. Hank was Dallas Oil and Gas’s one and only geophysicist. The DOG was a mid-sized company, so they tried to keep overhead and management levels down.

Walter nodded sagely and pushed back the bridge of his glasses. “The numbers are accurate.” He smiled. It felt good knowing he was adding value to the company he worked for as a geologist for the past 26 years. “It’s the magic of fracking. We’re not going to run out of oil anytime soon, my friend.” They had just completed projections based on Dallas Oil & Gas’ first fracking production test.

“Yeah, yeah, I know all about fracking, but holy crap. I didn’t think there was that much left down there in that played-out field.” Hank paused to swallow some lukewarm coffee and let the reality sink in while he mentally calculated the potential of other DOG holdings. “Now, if the price per barrel would rise back up to where it was a year ago, we’d really be sittin’ pretty. I could use a generous bonus to buy one of those Tesla’s.”

“Real nice,” Walter snorted. “You would buy an electric car with bonus money from oil?”

“You make it sound like a bad thing. Just trying to do my bit to reduce carbon emissions.” They both laughed. Global warming was a running joke between them. Let the politicians sort it out.

“Right. I’ll put in a good word with Chuck when I meet with him after lunch. Maybe he’ll spring for some solar panels for your barn.” Charles Dunham was the West Texas Platform Manager for Dallas Oil & Gas. Their headquarters, oddly enough, was located in Houston near Bush Intercontinental Airport (IAH), off the beltway and I-45.

“You’d better take a long lunch, ‘cause I heard Chuck’s in an emergency meeting with all the division managers.”

“That’s unusual.” Walter frowned. “What’s up?”

“Dunno, but nobody was smiling. Got that much intel from Alice when she set up their catered lunch from the Mesquite Grill, although I noticed she didn’t hold back any fajitas for me.”

“Fajitas..., sound good,” Walter said absently, forgetting about the muckety-muck’s high-powered meeting. His stomach rumbled like a wildcatter’s well about to blow. “Wanna go to Mesquite’s for lunch? We can get our own fajitas and celebrate our findings?”

“Thought you were on a diet?”

“Yeah, I need to lose about ten pounds,” Walter said sadly, peering down at the way his stomach stretched out his short-sleeved dress shirt to the max. “But I feel like celebrating.”

“Just ten pounds?” Hank was tall, lean and tanned from working his “ranch” up north, whereas Walter was five-foot-eight and looked like a giant pear.

“Shut up. At least I have hair.”

“Oooh, touchy when you’re hungry. OK, I’ll drive.”

***
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“SO THAT’S IT,” CHARLES said flatly, breaking the solemn silence following the division vice president’s gloomy presentation. It had been a very long, depressing meeting. No big surprise. Oil futures had been flying high for the last year and a half, but all the fracking created a glut in the supply and now the price per barrel, which had been well over $100, was now below $40—below their break-even price. In fact, hydraulic fracturing now produced more than 50 percent of the U.S.’s total oil output, led by Eagle Ford and the Permian Basin in Texas, and the Bakken formation of North Dakota. Charles slumped over his scribbled notes on the huge mahogany conference room table. He could think of no way around it. Mass layoffs were now imminent industry-wide and the company might even face bankruptcy since they had over-borrowed to finance the new fracking initiative. The mood was somber as a child’s funeral. No one dared to speak or make a move for the now cold fajitas on the buffet table.

***
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IT WAS A BRIGHT, NEAR cloudless day with just a bit of haze in the air. Katherine Dixon had one more visitation on her day’s busy schedule before she could officially begin her weekend and head for home.

Stacey Salinas was a homeless 22-year-old woman with a long rap sheet for minor crimes, mostly shoplifting, prostitution and possession of marijuana. At least she stayed away from crack, meth, and even worse drugs. Kate had managed to get the young parolee off the street, into a shelter, and the promise of a job at the new neighborhood market on South Main.

She parked on the tree-lined street in front of the unmarked shelter home in an old neighborhood built in the early ‘70’s. Most of the houses were simple framed three-bedroom models. There was no zoning in Houston, so you never knew what you might find built next door, like maybe a strip shopping center, a new mini-mansion, or even an older home with chickens running loose in the back yard. Most of the homes were fairly well maintained, including this larger two-story home, but there were others that were slowly falling apart due to neglect.

Kate also knew she did not want to be in this neighborhood after dark, when the dealers, gang members, and prostitutes hit the streets. She checked her long red hair and makeup in the vanity mirror and applied a touch of lipstick that matched her hair. From a distance, you might think she was Reba McEntire, except Kate’s hair was longer and she didn’t have an entourage.

She walked up the uneven cracked walkway to the front door and knocked. She knew from past visits the doorbell did not work. After her third knock, a very large, very black woman answered the door, wearing bright yellow Pokémon PJ’s. 

“What?” she barked. Clearly, she was annoyed at having to get up off her huge ass to answer the door.

Kate vaguely remembered the woman, but could not dredge up her name. She sighed and forced a smile. “Hi, I’m...

“I knows who you is. What choo wont?”

“I’m here to see Stacey.”

“Stacey ain’t at home. That fool be on the streets again.”

Kate hung her head in abject disappointment. “Thank you,” she started to say as Pokémon slammed the door in her face. No sense in trying to leave a message with Miss Congeniality or trying to find Stacey on her own. Stacey knew she had an appointment and blew it off. Cheese and crackers! Months of work down the drain. She’d be back in jail within the month and repeat the cycle once again. Worse, she might get HIV or hooked on something worse than grass—maybe overdose. She really thought she had gotten through to Stacey this time, but obviously, she was playing her, or maybe she was just that weak. Speaking of weak. God, she felt sooo tired as she walked back to her faded blue Chevy Cavalier. Good thing it was Friday.

***
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WALTER DIDN’T GET A chance to see Chuck before quitting time, and it was Friday—TGIF. Their fracking good news could wait until Monday. It was time to fight the rush-hour traffic to the west side of town where he and Kate lived. He hated the hour commute on the Sam Houston Parkway, and it really irked him to pay tolls for the near stop-and-go traffic. But they both loved the Bear Creek area with the parks and nature preserves, so that’s where they decided years ago to build a home and retire once they both reached age 65 and became eligible to collect Social Security. That, plus both of their IRA’s would be enough for them to live comfortably, if they could survive the hellish commute every day. They couldn’t carpool together because Walter worked near the airport and Kate worked downtown.

Kate had their retirement all planned out. First, they would first visit Paris, then Venice, then her ancestors’ homeland, Ireland, then a Caribbean cruise out of Galveston. She figured they would be able to afford two big travel vacations per year. Walter smiled wistfully as a dually pickup raced to get ahead of him doing about 90 mph, cut him off and immediately exited. Now, why didn’t that idiot just exit behind me? He shook his head. He had come to expect and watch out for reckless knuckleheads. No road rage today. Life and fracking was looking good.

***
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KATE WAS NEARLY HOME, crawling in the far right-hand lane on the toll road approaching her exit, which always backed up at rush-hour, when a tow truck suddenly attempted to cut into her lane. Unfortunately, he didn’t make it and a tractor-trailer sideswiped the tow truck, slamming it into the driver’s side of Kate’s sedan, which did not have side airbags. Everything went black. Next thing she knew, she was in a strange bed, in a strange room with a persistent beeping noise in the background and she found it hard to think clearly.

***
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WALTER BEAT HIS WIFE home, which was unusual. Friday was date night so he thought about where they might go as he changed into more casual clothes. They had a dress code at work, which was, at a minimum, coat and tie. But this was Houston in January, where the temperature rarely dipped below freezing. More often than not it was mid-60 degree weather, and today it was a balmy 77. Hawaiian shirt, Bermuda shorts and sandals. Much better. Hey, maybe there was something to that global warming thing. Ha!

Now, where do we want to go for dinner?  Bear Creek probably has well over a hundred decent restaurants, not counting fast food. Can’t have Mexican. Had that for lunch. Steak would be great, but Kate frowns on red meat. Damn. Italian? Chinese? Maybe that Thai place. That would make Kate happy. His cell phone rang. He saw it was Kate’s number.

“Hey, Babe. You almost home?”

“Mr. Dixon?”

Huh? “Yes, who is this?”

“This is Officer Tromball of the Bear Creek Police Department. I’m calling to let you know your wife, I believe she’s your wife, Katherine Dixon, was in an automobile accident this afternoon on Beltway 8, near the Clay Road Exit. She was injured, although not seriously, I don’t believe, and she’s currently at the Memorial Hermann Hospital in Katy.”

“Oh, my God! But, you say she’s OK?”

“Yes, she was a little banged up, some minor cuts and bruises. She was transported to the ICU as a precaution. Also, it looks like her car, a blue Chevy Cavalier, might be totaled. We had to have it towed.”

“Well, that’s no great loss,” Walter said, relieved that Kate wasn’t badly hurt. “I’ll head over there right now.” The officer provided some more detailed information about the hospital and his towed vehicle before Walter thanked him and rushed out the door.

Walter located the hospital’s ICU about 30 minutes later and was told his wife was getting some tests done and would be back shortly. A nurse guided him to one of the numbered ICU stations and told him he could wait there for his wife to return. He sat in a chair by the empty space where the bed was normally positioned. Each patient area was enclosed in thin green curtains, which provided a minimum of privacy. He waited and worried. Worried, but also relieved because the nurse reassured him his wife did not appear to have any serious injuries. His mind wandered as he waited. Have to buy a new car now. Even if the Chevy wasn’t officially totaled, it probably would not be worth repairing. It was 12 years old and they canceled the collision insurance a few years back. Damn. But wait. Maybe it was the other guy’s fault and their insurance will pay.

A nurse wheeled his wife back into her tiny private curtained area. Kate looked like she had been sleeping, kind of groggy and her hair all mussed. They had her in a hospital gown, covered with a sheet and blanket, and she had a tube in her arm and a thing on her finger that was flashing a little red light. The nurse parked her bed, set the brake, hung up her IV bag, and reconnected her to the machine that monitored her vitals.

“You must be Mr. Dixon,” she said. “Hi, I’m Lara. Your wife will be fine. We just got back from doing some tests and the doctor will be by momentarily. If she needs anything, press this red button.” She stepped outside and closed the curtain to give them some privacy.

Kate opened her eyes and did her best to smile, although she obviously was in pain. “Hi Wally,” she croaked. Her throat was dry. “It wasn’t my fault, really. They told me I got sideswiped by a tow truck. I’m sorry.” She sounded like she’d just completed the Houston Marathon and hadn’t had a sip of water since 26 miles ago.

“Oh, who cares about whose fault it was? I’m just glad you came out in one piece, unlike your car.” Oops. He regretted even mentioning the totaled car as soon as the words came out of his mouth. Moron.

“Is it bad? I don’t even know. I never saw it. I woke up here at the hospital.”

“Don’t you worry about it for one second. The policeman I spoke with on the phone said it might be totaled, but it was about time we replaced it anyway. We should probably get you something a little bigger, for self-defense against all the pickups and SUVs on the road. That old Chevy was 12 years old and was about due for some major maintenance, and the newer models have got all kinds of new safety features since we bought that car.”

“Well, I’d like a new car, but can we afford it?”

“As it so happens,” Walter puffed out his chest a bit and nudged back his glasses, “Hank and I finally finished our analysis of that west Texas oil field reserve we’ve been working on, and the results are mind-boggling. In fact, I think we both might have some handsome bonuses coming.” Possible, he thought, but maybe not as big as I’m imagining. You could never tell when management might get generous or downright stingy. Better to be over-optimistic for now if only to cheer her up.

“Oh, I’m so proud of you, Honey. Give me a kiss.”

She had bruises and minor lacerations on her face and neck, probably from the front airbag, but she was still a beautiful sight to behold with her long red hair and bright green eyes. He gently kissed her swollen, purple lips.

About that time the doctor walked in with a clipboard, noticed Walter, politely cleared his throat, and commenced to give them an update. “Hi, you must be Mr. Dixon. I’m Dr. Wang.” He shook Walter’s hand. “We did a series of tests on your wife to ensure there were no broken bones or internal bleeding from her accident. I’ve checked the X-rays and MRI, and everything looks normal. We also did a series of routine tests, including blood and urine as a precaution. We should get those results back in a day or two, but I do not foresee any problems. She does have some deep contusions from the impact on her left side, so I’m going to prescribe your wife some pain killers, but you are free to check out and take her home.”

“Oh, that’s such a relief to hear.”

“Where are you parked?”

“Ah, I’m parked in the parking garage. I think it said Number Two.”

“That’s fine. Bring your car around to the exit right over there.” He pointed. “And a nurse will wheel your wife out. Please stop by the desk to check out first and get her prescription. Someone will call you in a couple of days with the rest of the test results. Do either of you have any questions?”

“What happened to the other drivers?” Kate asked.

“I don’t really know. You’ll have to ask the police about that. I don’t even know if anyone else was brought here from your accident.”

Kate nodded. “Thank you. Thank you very much.”

“Yeah, thanks Doc,” Walter added as Dr. Wang rushed off to attend to his next emergency patient.

Walter headed for the check-out desk to sign Kate out and then drove his car around to the side entrance where a nurse wheeled Kate out the door. The nurse opened the passenger door and helped Kate get inside and strapped her seatbelt securely. They both thanked the nurse profusely before she closed the door and headed back inside. Walter felt a wave of relief rush over him now that Kate was by his side and they were leaving the hospital.

Once they got back home, Walter helped his wife get into some comfortable lounge clothes and situated her on the sofa in front of the TV. “Hey, why don’t you search the movie channels for something to watch and I’ll get us something to eat. What would you like for dinner?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I just feel so tired.”

“That’s probably the letdown you get after an adrenalin high,” Walter suggested. Lame, but the best he could think of on the spot.

“Maybe, but it all happened so fast. I hardly saw the truck that hit me before I blacked out, and come to think of it, I’ve been feeling tired for the past few days.”

“Well, good thing it’s the weekend then, so you can rest up. You might be feeling worse tomorrow. That’s what the doc told me before I checked you out of the hospital. That’s why he prescribed some pain killers, which I need to get when I head out to pick up some dinner. How about some shawarma?  There’s that new place near the drugstore. I can fill your prescription, pick up dinner, and be home before you know it.”

“That sounds good, Wally. I want chicken and some baba ganoush, and make sure they give you some pita bread, and some of that good garlic sauce.”

“You got it.” He kissed her forehead and headed for the door.

***
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KATE CALLED IN SICK on Monday, explaining to her supervisor she’d been in a wreck, that her car was totaled, and that she would need at least a few days off to recover. No problem, her supervisor said. Take the week off if you need it. If you need more than that, give us another call so we can have someone else cover your caseload. 

She hadn’t expected any flak from her boss. Kate was a very dedicated worker and rarely called in sick. She knew her supervisor appreciated that, but it was nice to confirm you could get some support when you needed it. And right now, she really needed it. Thank God the doctor had prescribed those painkillers because when she woke up late Saturday morning, she was one great big hurt and could hardly move. She was a little better by Monday, but still, the left side of her body screamed in protest whenever she shuffled to the bathroom.

Walter wanted to stay home and take care of her, but Kate insisted he go to work. After just two days, she was already tired of him hovering over her. She loved the attention and loved him, but at some point, it started to get suffocating. What she needed for the next couple days was a good book, a bottle of wine, or two, some long, hot soaks in the tub with some lavender scented Epsom salt, and several long naps.

***
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ALICE MARCHED STRAIGHT into Walter’s office without knocking. He had an open door policy. “Oh, my God, Walter,” she said, covering her mouth with one hand like the little drama queen she was. “Hank told me your wife was in a wreck.” Alice kept up on all the office gossip and insisted Walter tell her all the gory details. That would make three times this morning and it was only nine o’clock.

“Well, you tell that sweet little wife of yours to let me know if there is anything I can do to help and she started out the door, then stopped and turned around. “Don’t forget you rescheduled a meeting with Mr. Dunham for ten o’clock.” She gave him what she thought was a sweet smile, but looked more like she was suffering from constipation. Pleased with herself, she sashayed back to her desk in the atrium area where all the manager’s assistants were located. It was open, light and airy, and lush with ferns and other greenery. Alice was Charles Dunham’s personal assistant.

Walter went over his notes and got his data organized before meeting with Mr. Dunham. He entered his boss’s office at exactly ten o’clock and started to take a seat when his boss stopped him and asked him to close the door. Walter thought that was a little odd, but he closed the door and sat in one of the black leather and chrome swivel chairs in front of his manager’s desk. He felt a little uncomfortable with the door closed. Must have heard through the grapevine about his wife’s accident, he thought.

“Good morning, Wally.” Charles Dunham looked like a poster boy for corporate CEO’s. He was tall, fit, and handsome, had carefully groomed brown hair with a touch of gray at the temples. If he wore horn-rimmed glasses, he’d look like their former governor, Rick Perry. He was always impeccably dressed in tailored suits and hundred dollar ties. Walter looked down at the $20 clip-on tie he was wearing. Not too shabby. Hardly stained.

“Morning Chuck,” Walter replied, nodding like an Astro’s bobble head. They had known each other his entire 26 years at Dallas Oil & Gas, and Walter could tell something was wrong. Chuck had a grave look on his face.

“I understand you and Hank have some good news to report on your analysis of West-Tex Field Y47,” Charles began, stalling, trying to think of some way to soften bad news.

“You bet, Chuck. It looks better than we ever hoped for. I’ve got all the numbers right here, but the bottom line is...”

“Hold up there for a minute, Wally.” Chuck’s shoulders slumped. He scratched his head and leaned back in his chair. “No sense getting into all that right now. We’ve known each other too long for me to soft soap it. I want to let you know what came out of our Division Managers meeting on Friday.” 

Walter straightened up in his chair, curious now what the big news was. 

“It seems that Dallas Oil & Gas got into the fracking game a bit late. We waited to see how the big oil companies fared, not wanting to waste our shareholder’s money investing in a new strategy that didn’t pan out. So we waited and watched, and sure enough, the big boys struck it rich, pumping out oil as hard and fast as they could.”

Walter wanted to say, “Duh,” but he just nodded, pushed back his glasses and politely waited for Chuck to continue.

“In the meantime, supply started to build. Everyone thought the Saudi’s would cut back on production, but they didn’t. During this same timeframe, our company finally jumped into the game and invested all our available cash, as well as over one billion in new debt. Based on the fracking pioneer’s early results, it looked like a sure bet.

“I’m sure you’ve seen in the news how some, actually a lot of companies have stopped drilling and have laid off thousands of workers since the price of oil has dropped. At $40 a barrel, we lose money. Anyway, the bottom line is, the company’s CEO has ordered that all drilling and exploration be suspended until supply and demand get back into equilibrium. He also issued a directive that we begin laying off non-essential personnel, starting with junior riggers, roustabouts and analysts.”

Walter was stunned. Should he have seen this coming? Of course, he had heard about other companies laying off workers, but Dallas Oil & Gas had never done that since the mid-1980s, and not in his 26 years with the company. He finally realized Chuck stopped talking and was waiting for him to say something. “I’m sorry. You caught me by surprise. I thought the old DOG would weather the storm, maybe buy out some smaller companies that went bust and wait for the price of oil to get back to normal. Um, what about me and Hank?” That was the immediate burning question.

“I’m sorry, Wally. I fought for you guys—for all our people, but especially for those with so much seniority and valuable experience, like yourself. I’m afraid there are no exceptions. Today is your last day.”

“What!” Walter recoiled in his chair like he’d been sucker punched. “The Y47 study results...” he stammered and pushed his neatly bound project folder across the desk. “It’s nearly double what we hoped for.” Even as he pushed the fracking numbers across the highly polished walnut desk, he knew it was futile. The decision was already made.

Charles felt like pond scum. He knew the company would eventually capitalize on Walter and Hank’s work, once the oil surplus was over. But it could be a couple of years, maybe longer. “I appreciate all you’ve done for the company, Wally, but my hands are tied. That was made very clear to me at Friday’s meeting.”

“But, we’ll be called back, won’t we. I mean, this is just temporary?” It was sad, pathetic really, but he was drowning.

“Nobody knows, Wally, and that’s the truth. You’ll have an exit interview with HR, and I know that they are advising people to go ahead and apply for another job, because we don’t know how long this downturn will last. If it’s anything like the ‘80’s, it could be a couple years or more.”

The anguished look on Chuck’s face and in his eyes told Walter that he would certainly not be called back. Chuck had been his friend, but he was also a company man. He knew they would not be hiring back senior employees that were topped out on the pay scale. They would hire new blood at entry level wages, and there was nothing he could do about it. He couldn’t cry age-discrimination if they were laying off all non-essential personnel that included workers of all ages. The crisis was real. Unloading topped out workers would be a bonus to help the company get back in the black after the oil surplus corrected itself.

***
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WALTER FINISHED THE day in a mindless haze, gathering his personal belongings, turning in his laptop, keys, ID badge, company cell phone and field equipment. He reported to HR for his exit interview and signed his separation papers with a trembling hand. Six weeks severance pay for 26 years of service. Thank you very much.

He cleaned out his desk and the office he shared with Hank, said sad goodbyes to people he had worked with all these years—people who had become his friends. He fondly remembered the office and Christmas parties, the babies that were now in high school or college, the successes they shared. All gone. Over. Done. Finito.

Hank took the bad news a lot better than Wally. He had bought 100 acres up north several years ago and had been working it on weekends and vacations, shaping it into a working ranch. He had over 50 head of cattle now, two horses, a barn and an unfinished farmhouse that was meant to be his retirement home with his wife, Jean, who loved to garden and ride horses. They also had a lot of feral hogs and deer on the wooded property, as well as other small game that would provide the main source of their meat. That, plus the 10-acre lake stocked with bass and visiting ducks would keep them well-fed. In fact, Hank wasn’t so sure this wasn’t a blessing-in-disguise for him – an early retirement.

Walter dreaded telling Kate the bad news. This on top of their wrecked car. When it rains, it floods in Houston. He sighed heavily as he drove the toll road back home. Note to self: start thinking thrifty. Avoid the toll roads whenever possible.

Kate took the news surprisingly well. She was always the optimistic one. “You’ll find a new job,” she said. “A better one with more pay, closer to home, with a take-home car, an expense allowance, and six weeks’ vacation.” She could also lay it on thick. Walter agreed to start applying for a new position tomorrow. Kate insisted he not waste any time, since the layoffs were industry-wide. But tonight, they would splurge and go to their favorite Mexican restaurant, Lupe Tortilla. Kate really wasn’t up for it physically, but she could see that Wally really needed something to boost his morale, so she suggested it. Besides, a Margarita might be good for medicinal purposes.

***
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AFTER SLEEPING LATE and having breakfast Tuesday morning, Walter got online to liquidate his shares of Dallas Oil & Gas before word got out about their financial troubles. He was afraid the price would drop and they would lose all their profits. He logged onto eTrade where he had a self-directed IRA. Oh, crap! The stock was down 22 percent. He was too late. Insiders were selling off shares. If he sold now it would be another major setback. The screen blinked as the numbers updated and his stock was now down 28 percent. Oh, God. What should I do? Maybe it will come back up in a few days or weeks. Do what the experts advise. Hold tight. Don’t panic. He logged out of eTrade and tried to calm himself. Holy crap! Almost a third of their retirement savings gone up in smoke.

Walter spent the rest of Tuesday updating his old resume. Actually, the only thing he could salvage from that ancient document was his educational background dates. Then he started searching Linkedin for job openings for geologists. Not a great deal of demand at the moment – at least not in the oil industry. He had Kate check his resume for errors and any suggestions she had to improve it, made a few minor changes, and then made some copies so he would be ready for any interviews or be able to send off resumes online if he found a suitable job opening. He also applied online for unemployment benefits.

The hospital called on Thursday to say they had Kate’s lab results and scheduled her to come in and talk to the doctor on Friday. Kate was feeling much better and almost blew it off. Probably a waste of time and another co-pay for the hospital. Oh wait. She suddenly realized that since Walter was laid off she no longer had health insurance. She called back and tried to cancel, but the assistant answering the phone said there would be no charge. It was already covered, so she decided to let the appointment stand and get her results. She would have to look into getting some temporary coverage for her and Wally while he was looking for a new job.

Walter checked Linkedin and several oil company websites every morning, looking for any promising opportunities, but found none. Everyone was cutting back. Economists were saying the oil slump could last a couple of years or it could rebound in a few months. Basically, economists didn’t know if the sun would rise tomorrow. He might as well consult a Magic 8-Ball.

Kate suggested he send out a few resumes to the companies for which he would most like to work. They might eighty-six all unsolicited resumes, but then again, they might take a cursory look to see if there is any special talent. Plus, why not try to get that dream job, the one closer to home and cut down on the commute? Wally thought it was a waste of time, but he didn’t have anything better to do, so he mailed six hard copies to his top picks, all to the attention of the Manager of Human Resources, hoping a hard copy resume might get more attention than an online application.

Friday rolled around with nothing new on the job front, except Kate said she was going back to work on Monday. Walter drove her to the hospital for her appointment. They planned to have lunch at la Madeleine’s afterwards. They both loved the cream of mushroom soup and fresh croissants with strawberry/rhubarb jam and real butter, and they enjoyed the ambiance. The restaurant had the look and feel of a French bakery with the gas fireplace lit during the winter.

They waited about 30 minutes before they were called and led to a small examining room where they expected to wait another 30 minutes before the doctor showed up.  But he came in not two minutes later with a clipboard. That was a happy surprise. Dr. Wang shook hands all around and asked Kate how she was feeling. Much better she said, although still a bit tired. She told the doctor she planned to go back to work on Monday. Dr. Wang nodded his head as he listened.

“Everything basically looks good on all the test results, no fractures, internal damage, etcetera, but there was one anomaly on your blood test. At first, it looked like simple anemia, but then your urine sample was unusually dark. That alerted one of our techs in the lab, and he ordered some further testing of your blood samples. It appears you may have a very rare blood disease called Paroxysmal Nocturnal Hemoglobinuria, or PNH for short.”

Both Kate and Walter stared blankly at the doctor. “What?” Walter mumbled dumbly. “What is PDH, or whatever you said?”  

“I’m sorry. It’s PNH, and it’s a blood disease that’s frequently associated with bone marrow failure, particularly aplastic anemia, and thrombophilia, which is a condition where the blood has an increased tendency to form clots. Blood clots can cause problems such as deep vein thrombosis or pulmonary embolism, not to mention possible strokes and even death.”

“I thought you said everything looked good,” Walter croaked, his eyes opened wide in terror as thoughts of losing his Kate raced through his mind.

“To be sure, the news could be better,” Dr. Wang replied, “but this might be a blessing in disguise.”

Kate, who had been silent until now, lost it. “Are you freaking kidding me?” she hissed. “You tell me I’ve got some kind of rare, what, exotic blood disease, and it’s a blessing?”

Did she just growl? Walter shrank back reflexively. He had never seen his gentle wife lash out in anger before. She had such a gentle soul.

“No, no, I’m sorry. What I meant was that we discovered it solely because of your auto accident. Now that you know, you can begin a regimen of treatment to keep it in check.”

“Okay, okay. I see what you mean.” Kate labored to regain control before she started to hyperventilate. Either that or punch somebody. “But doc, I’ve got to tell you. You need to work on that bedside manner,” she said.
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