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We thought they were angelic messengers.

We were wrong.
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For Sweeps, Bren & AJ:

my true loves.

 

You’ve helped me to survive.
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|  NOTE ON AI


 

We live in an age of AI.  Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence.  The authoring industry is not immune to this.

 

I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories.  Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.

 

I’m very proud to be a verified human.  The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.

 

Everything you’ve read by me in this saga, and in my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article.  I’m a verified human, and always will be.

 

To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows.  Always cherish this gift you’ve been given.  If you encounter writer’s block, take a break.  Don’t cop out.  Don’t take the road more traveled by.  Don’t cheat.  Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.

 

Long live humanity.

 

Sincerely,

[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human








 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


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.

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


2   |   FAMILY


 

 

Friday, May 8th, 2026

 

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.
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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.
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