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CHAPTER ONE
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A Dog or A Baby?

––––––––
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It was an unusually warm October in the sleepy town of Hogsville—a kaleidoscope of colors blended across the distant trees that dotted the horizon. Towering white clouds billowed upward, scattering fluffy shapes across the blue sky. Ten miles from Oxford and fifteen miles from Cincinnati, Hogsville bears the burden of a contested existence claimed by both cities but refuses to be annexed by either. Here, Ayanna and her husband, Baxter, happily escaped the congestion of the big city and the strict HOA rules of subdivision life. They agreed that, when they moved there, it would be the best place for their daughter, Julieana, and their son with special needs, Melvin. 

It was early Friday afternoon, and the air in the bedroom felt heavy with anticipation and agitation. Ayanna’s heart fluttered between bursts of excitement and pangs of frustration as she packed for her trip to Columbus. The distant roll of thunder seeped through the window, mixing with the scent of rain drifting in, a sensory reminder of the storm predicted for later. She pulled outfits from the closet, the coolness of cotton and denim brushing her fingertips. She called out from the closet with a hint of hope, “Okay, you’re gonna love this.” The hallway light spilled across her face as she emerged from the closet, her smile bright and expectant, but her steps betrayed nervous energy, her faltering steps slow and hesitant. The soft fabric of the T-shirt beneath the rugged jeans caressed her arm.

Baxter, hunched on the bed, glowered at the stubborn Excel spreadsheet, his jaw clenched and shoulders tense. The pale, shifting sunlight from the window cast uneasy shadows across his face, accentuating the crease of annoyance between his brows. He snapped his laptop shut with a sharp clack, exhaling roughly. His voice came out tight, barely masking his irritation. “Okay, you have my attention. What’s going on?”

Ayanna stood tall, holding up the pair of jeans and a yellow T-shirt, the colors vivid against the washed-out light. “I was thinking I’d wear these for the drive up.” She barely glanced at Baxter, determined to keep up her enthusiasm. Quickly, she grabbed the half-white pantsuit, lifting it with uncertain pride. “And this is my first impression.” With a broad smile and gleaming eyes, she waited for his confirmation.

Baxter’s gaze drifted reluctantly from Ayanna to the window, where the light had dimmed further, the clouds outside thickening and pressing against the glass. His voice softened, but the edge remained. “I like your choices, but I have two questions.”

Ayanna’s shoulders drooped. Disappointment prickled at her skin, as if the growing gloom outside had seeped inside her. She forced a tight smile as her grip loosened, the clothes sagging dangerously close to the floor. She wished, achingly, that he’d just say what he felt. “Go ahead,” she said, her tone flat.

Baxter leaned back, his frustration flashing through his narrowed eyes. “Are you one of the presenters?”

Ayanna’s breath caught, her pulse skipping as she glanced nervously at her reflection in the oval mirror above her dresser. “Oh, no.” The words were barely audible, swallowed by a distant clap of thunder. She clutched the outfits tighter, the fabric bunching in her fist.

Baxter continued, his gaze lingering on the expensive suit. “Just wondering if the suit was for your presentation. If you were one of the opening speakers, it would make sense.” His words hung in the air, heavy with expectation. Just making sure you didn’t tell me, and I forgot.

Ayanna’s lips twitched in annoyance. She rubbed the side of her nose, a gesture of self-soothing. “What’s the second question?” she asked, impatience threading through her voice. It annoyed her that Baxter had the practice of spinning simple thoughts into lengthy explanations.

The room darkened as a mass of clouds swallowed the last traces of sunlight, plunging the space into a moody twilight. The cold draft against Ayanna’s skin matched the chill settling in her chest. Baxter glanced outside, his mood clearly tethered to the brooding landscape. “The wind’s picking up. We’re in for a storm,” he murmured, his eyes distant. He checked his watch, a half-smile flickering as he reflected on a perceived routine. “It’s been the same all week; it starts at four and clears by six.”

Leaving her husband to ponder nature’s mystery, she returned to the bathroom and disappeared into the closet. Returning to the room with another set of outfits, she laid them on the bed, eyeing them as she rubbed her chin. Baxter was standing at the window, observing the ever-darkening sky. Ayanna wanted him to see her choices, but she had no intention of asking his opinion. “So, your second question?” she mumbled.

Baxter turned around. His eyes danced over the pieces on the bed. Confusion gathered on his forehead. With his eyes still on the bed, he said, “Today is Friday, you are leaving on Monday, what’s up with the early packing?” 

A commotion rang out from the loft outside their bedroom. Her open mouth produced no words. A hush consumed the room. They looked at each other, acknowledging the children’s usual bickering with a sigh. She pressed her lips together, feeling a familiar knot of worry tightening in her chest as the ruckus intensified. “What now?” She shook her head in disbelief and said, “This is ridiculous.” 

Baxter stowed his laptop on the nightstand. “I know. We need to nip it in the bud.” 

They headed to the door but didn’t go far before Melvin stormed in with Julieana hot on his heels. Melvin hurried to his mom, eyes wide with panic, and clung tightly to her. Julieana halted inside the door. Her face was red, her lips sticking out, her chest heaving like a frog's throat.

Ayanna’s eyes journeyed from Melvin to Julieana before settling on the sixteen-year-old. “What’s going on? Why are you chasing him?” she asked.

Julieana shuffled forward. Melvin, wearing a pair of shorts and a tank top, grasped his mom with a terrifying hug as he slipped behind her, only exposing his head. 

Baxter took a few brisk steps towards Julieana. “Why are you chasing your brother?” Getting closer, he wagged his finger with a stern reprimand.  “Both of you have been chasing each other around all week. What the heck is going on?” His eyes widened, his voice rising, as he stared at Julieana.

Face red, Julieana backs up and pouts before responding with a stern defense. “He is like, like so annoying. He’s always coming into my room and acting all immature!”

Ayanna looked up at her with a confused, wrinkled brow. “He is supposed to be immature,” she yells. “He is nine and has Asperger's. He might look tall, but he is nine and processes things a little differently.”

Melvin stepped from behind her, extended his long, skinny arms, and said, “Nine and a half! I am nine and a half.”

“Come on, let’s go,” demanded a furious Ayanna, guiding them through the door and onto the hexagon-shaped loft with its three-sided banister overhanging the open-concept family room. The other three sides defined the walls of the bedrooms and the children’s bathroom. “Sit,” she demanded, pointing to the couch near Melvin’s room. Baxter sat in his go-to recliner close to their Asian-inspired coffee table. Ayanna glanced at him, wondering if he was going to lead the inquisition or if she would have to assume the role of Pope Gregory IX.

Refusing to sit beside her brother, Julieana rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. Her five-foot-four frame leaned against the wall near her bedroom door, fidgeting with her flowing brown hair. Her sad, green eyes surveyed everyone from behind a pair of skinny glasses. 

“Ok, you two,” Ayanna began, “tell me what’s going on.”

Melvin propped himself up, pointed at his sister, and shouted, “Julie has a boyfriend.” Mocking, sticking out his tongue.

She hurriedly peeled her back off the wall and shot a piercing stare from her mom to Melvin. “No, I don’t!” she yelled, turning to Melvin. “You little liar!”

Melvin giggled. “She is in love with fish-face Eglan Gomez.”

“Take that back!” She moved toward him. Baxter shouted at her, halting her steps. She rolled her eyes. “I don’t like that drooling fish-face boy. You don’t know anything, you baby!” He frowned and hurried to his dad’s chair. His nostrils flared as he pouted and huffed. He didn’t like being called a baby. “You get on my nerves. I don’t date immature boys.”

“Julie and Egland sitting in a tree k-i-s-s-i-n-g—” Julieana charged at him, interrupting his teasing and goofy dance.

“Enough!” Ayanna yelled, stepping in between them to stop Julieana from hitting him. “Enough of this nonsense!” Her eyes flicked from one to the other before settling on Melvin. “Why are you teasing your sister?” she asked. Turning to Julie, she added, “You two were like peas in a pod. What happened?”

“She is always on the phone and doesn’t want to play with me anymore, and—”

Julie moved closer and begged. “Mom, please tell him to stop. He’s, like, like always coming into my room, messing with my stuff, and calling me names. He’s—”

“Naha!” Melvin interrupted.

Ayanna stomped on the floor and shouted. “Okay! Both of you!” Shocked by the sudden bang, they became attentive. “Stop this bickering right now. This has gone too far. You all need to get along. He’s your little brother; you can’t just ignore him and expect he’s going to be fine with it.”

Baxter pulled to the edge of his chair. Raising his voice, he said, “Your mom is right! Y’all need to get along. This has been going on way too long!”

Ayanna looked at Baxter; their eyes met. No one spoke. It was like their secret parents' code. She turned her gaze to Julie. Lowering her voice, she continued, “Honey, I get it that you're growing up and finding new interests, but you can’t shut your brother out.” Melvin leaned against the recliner, his head resting on his dad. She approached him. “Mel, honey, you can’t mess with other people’s stuff without asking first. Plus, your sister needs her privacy.”

“O-kay,” he muttered.

“And stop calling your sister names,” his dad added.

Julie felt vindicated. She smiled, reached into the pocket of her tight yellow shorts, and pulled out her phone. With the earplugs still in her ears, she hit the play button and walked into her room. “Hold it right there, young lady,” Baxter demanded. “What do you mean you don’t date immature boys?” 

She turned off the music, looked from Ayanna to Baxter, rolled her eyes, and walked into her room, slamming the door behind her. Baxter’s mouth hung open. With a quick head turn, he looked at Ayanna. “What the hell? Did you see that?” His hand drifted toward the door, pointing.

Ayanna was as shocked as Baxter by her behavior but was not willing to pour gasoline on what could be a smoldering fire just waiting to blaze. In that split second, she considered the possible effects of her actions. She thought about what Julie might be going through emotionally and hormonally. Not wanting to make her feel like everyone was ganging up on her, she decided to shield her from her husband’s wrath. “Honey, cut her some slack. She is an upset teenager. I don’t even know why you chose to nitpick her words. Maybe she didn’t even mean anything by it.”

“Even if she didn’t mean anything by it, she can’t be walking around slamming doors like she’s a grown-ass woman.” Baxter stood, focusing on Julie’s door as he spoke, pointing and gesturing. “I’m not going to tolerate door slamming in this house from any of these children.”

“Ok, I agree,” Ayanna conceded. 

“That child has changed. Something's going on with her. You need to talk to her,” Baxter said, almost in a whisper.

Come on, honey. Aren’t you unfairly picking on that child now? She’s just independent and opinionated. It’s a phase. You’re the psychologist; you should understand that.

“Falling grades and zoning out with those gadgets is one thing,” Baxter said, shaking his head, “but when she’s tuning us out and always off in her own world? That’s a red flag. Something’s really going on with her.” He started to walk away, then hesitated, glancing back. “And just to be clear, I’m not a psychologist; I only teach the subject. Big difference.”

Ayanna stiffened, feeling the familiar sting of being corrected. She bristled at his tone, remembering all the times she’d felt talked over when it came to Melvin. Wasn’t her perspective valid too? Leaning toward him, she tried to keep her voice steady. “Are you really trying to—”

Before she could finish, Melvin’s voice broke in. “Mooom, mooom!” He fumbled with his doorknob, ready to burst into his room.

Frustration flared in Ayanna’s chest. She snapped, “What is it now?”

Melvin stomped his foot, arms crossed in a pout, his eyebrows knitting together. “I want a brother.”

Silence consumed the space. Ayanna’s throat tightened as she exchanged a look with Baxter, both caught entirely off guard. The silence stretched, thick and awkward as Ayanna scrambled for a response. She offered a gentle smile, her eyes softening as she met Melvin’s hopeful gaze. “Sweetheart, that’s... really sweet of you to say. But, you know, Mommy can’t just pick up a little brother at the store.”

Melvin’s eyes widened, and he huffed. “I know that Mom... duh.” He paused, then his face brightened with sudden inspiration. “But you could get me a dog.” His eyes sparkled with hope.

Ayanna looked at Baxter, searching his face for any sign of an answer, her hands raised in a silent, playful question. Melvin bounced slightly on his toes, gaze darting between his parents, anticipation plain in his expression. “So... it’s either a dog or a baby, uh?” She let out a small laugh, feeling some of the tension dissolve as Melvin grinned back.

Baxter, however, didn’t look amused. He stared at them both, eyebrows raised. “A dog?”

“I - Want - A - Dog.” Melvin’s reply was firm and clear, each word punctuated with a little nod: He waited, hope flickering in his eyes, but when neither parent responded immediately, he gave a frustrated sigh, gripped the doorknob, and yanked the door open, darting inside and slamming it behind him. 

Baxter threw up his hands in exasperation. The sharp thud of the slammed door still echoed faintly from the loft to the cozy, softly lit family room. “Everybody is slamming doors. Nobody listens. jeez.” He shook his head, his gaze drifting toward the windows where dusk painted orange streaks against the curtains. The faint aroma of Ayanna’s favorite lavender candle lingered, mingling with the evening’s cool air.

Ayanna, energized by the moment and still feeling the vibration of Melvin’s dramatic exit, playfully scampered across the loft. The plush area rug muffled her steps as she reached Baxter, gently nudging him to make room for her on the recliner. She nestled beside him, planting a light kiss on his cheek. Baxter, tense and wary, shot her a sidelong glance.

Ayanna burst out laughing, her warmth filling the space. She raised her open palms in a playful, innocent gesture and asked, “What?” Her voice teasing, the corners of her mouth lifted into a mischievous grin.

Baxter’s eyes narrowed slightly, suspicion flickering across his face. “Whatever it is, no.” His tone carried a wary humor.

She giggled. “Come on, babe, I think a dog was a reasonable request.”

He turned with his face close to hers and said, “Heck no!” He flashed a cynical grin, struggled to get up, and walked away. 

“So, does that mean we are going to make another baby?” she called out. He stopped, frozen in motion, as if he had looked in Medusa’s eyes. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Surprise

––––––––
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The burning summer sun sank below the horizon, its colorful rays casting a stunning orange hue across the evening sky. Ayanna may have watched many sunsets, but her exhausting two-hour drive on I-71 distracted her from this beautiful view. After four tiring days of conference and a challenging workshop at her first healthcare symposium, she struggled to keep her eyes open. Feelings of mixed emotions lingered, creating a somber reflection tinged with a smile. She fought the guilt of wanting to add a vacation day to her four-day conference, as the joyful thought of home sweet home filled her with anticipation. She wondered if her husband would understand her need for rest and knew he would interpret it as a vacation without him. 

The hanging banner, stretching across the busy highway, welcomed her to Cincinnati. The anticipation grew as the words on the overhead signs read, “Hogsville ½ mile.” The ticking sound of the indicator and the sight of the Hogsville turning lane intensified the fluttering in her stomach. A flood of happy emotions rushed through her body as she exited the on-ramp and took a right on Hogs Terrace Blvd. The scent of cedar and pine drifted in the cool evening breeze as she drove along the winding, single-lane street with trees hanging over the road. The feeling grew stronger as thoughts of her husband filled her mind. The rustic scenery and familiar smell of Hogsville welcomed her back. Goosebumps prickled her arms. That charming rural town, with its spacious fields and quiet streets, made her feel at home. Grand mansions perched on acres of wooded property were her welcome reprieve from the concrete congestion of Columbus.

She ached for the comfort of her oversized tub and its foaming bubbles or the warm torrent of aromatic water flowing over her tired body. It was her favorite: the caressing spray of tiny water jets from the large shower head. Eyes closed, she drifted through her thoughts, her heart pounding with anticipation. She suddenly opened her eyes, startling herself. It’s the feeling of an enchanted forest with its arched trees and colorful leaves hanging, falling, and decorating the path. It evoked a romantic twilight zone, with the call of desire from the unseen, the imagined, the fictitious, everywhere yet nowhere. 

Awakened from the ghastly seconds, her eyes caught the old photo of herself that Baxter kept in his Mustang. It reminded her of her size eight days. At thirty-nine and a size twelve, she still felt like she was twenty-one. Musing about the picture and its backstory gave her chills. She touched it and smiled, reflecting on when and where the photo was taken.

Basking in her comforting thoughts, she dismissed them as she saw sights and scenes from her little Cedar Grove community come into view. She turned onto her street, Cedar Grove Road, her heart racing with anticipation. Amused by the hideous color scheme of a house she passed, Ayanna shook her head and chuckled. The image replayed in her mind, jolting her. She slammed on her brakes. “Wait a minute,” she reasoned. Her face tightened. Reaching down, she grabbed the gear stick, threw the car into reverse, and quickly backed up for a second look. It was her house. “What the hell?” she mumbled. Her face flushed, her temperature elevated as a feeling of dread crept up her spine. She raced the red Mustang into the driveway and parked it behind her Odyssey. Sitting there, she probed the building and its surroundings with the curiosity of a first-time visitor. “What in God’s name happened here?” she mumbled to herself. Am I seeing things? She blinked her eyes.

Ayanna left the car in the driveway, stepped onto the front porch, jammed her key in the door, turned it, and forcefully pushed the door open. As she entered the spacious family room, she looked behind the door to see what it was hitting.

Baxter grabbed his forehead and winced, grimacing in pain. “Welcome home,” he mumbled, forcing a smile.

“Oops, sorry. You okay?” She glanced at his forehead while rubbing his shoulder.

“Yes, just a slight bump; my hand cushioned the impact... But what’s up with the aggression? You pushed the door as if you were mad at it or something?” Baxter forced a smile, rubbing his forehead. “You nearly took the door off its hinges,” he joked weakly... “What, had a rough trip back, huh?” 

Ayanna’s concern softened as she looked at his face for reassurance. She apologized again, saying, “I’m sorry.” She snuggled into his embrace, which muffled her apology and led to his kiss. After their brief bonding and reconnecting, she pulled away and picked up a bag of gifts. “I am so exhausted,” she complained as they headed to the kitchen. “Oh, my bag is in the car. Could you get it for me?”

Baxter had just gone through the door when her lanky nine-year-old pounced on her with hugs, an energetic dance, and big, broad smiles. Low on energy, she rocked her upper body to the tune she hummed to boost his celebration.

Ayanna sat down; he sat on her. “I missed you, Mom.” She hugged him and kissed his forehead. “I missed you, too, honey... Where is your sister?”

Melvin’s eyes spotted the bag of presents. He beamed as he looked from the bag to his mom. “Did you get me an Xbox game, huh, Mom? Did you, did you?” The open door caught her attention. Baxter was struggling with the pieces of luggage. She called out, “You want help?”

“No, I’m good,” Baxter replied.

“Where is Julieana?” she asked. Her encouraging smile widened as she watched the exuberant Melvin. Ripping the wrapper off the biggest gift, Melvin asked, “Is this mine, Mom?”

Ayanna yanked the box out of his hands. He looked at her. She repeated, counting each word with a wide-eyed reprimand, “Where - is - your - sister?”

“Sister, my sister? She’s upstairs,” he answered with a deflated sulk. 

“Go get her... Tell her I’m home.” Ayanna smiled at him and kissed his forehead.

Mel rushed to the living room, looked up at the loft, and yelled, “Julie, Mom’s home!”

She hurried to her feet and, with a few brisk steps, reached the dining room, where she could see him and yelled, “Mel!”

Melvin responded sharply, “What!”

“I would’ve done that if it were polite. Now go upstairs and let your sister know she needs to come down, and don’t ever answer me with ‘what.’ Let this be the last time. Do you hear me?”

“She is to come down... But Mom—”

“No buts! No present until both of you are in this kitchen.” She watched Melvin shuffle away, her sternness softening with a pang of guilt she quickly masked.

“In the kitchen?” Due to his disability, Melvin often repeats the last phrase of a sentence as a question. His parents never discussed it with his doctor, expecting it to be temporary. 

Ayanna glanced at Baxter as he hurried the luggage upstairs to their bedroom. She drifted over to the living room, threw herself on the couch, and called out, “Honey, there are gifts in the kitchen for you and the children. I’ve written names on them.”

Melvin sat on the floor and tore open his gifts, but Julieana collected hers, walked to the couch, hugged her mom, thanked her, and went upstairs to her room.

With the children distracted by their gifts, Ayanna finally allowed herself a moment to unwind. She removed the pins from her long brown hair and let it flow while she sank onto the couch. Baxter sat beside her, reached for her feet, took off her shoes, and gently massaged them.

She always enjoyed his foot rubs, but this one felt especially tender. With her eyes closed and her body relaxed, she tried to suppress the moans that expressed her pleasure, but her body betrayed her. She felt like butter in his arms, but the thought of the ugly paint job kept interrupting her. She knew she’d have to bring it up eventually, but for now, the foot rub was a reasonable down payment.

“That’s better,” Baxter whispered. “You’re so tense... are you okay...? I know a trip from Columbus can be tough...” Every pause for a response went unanswered. Ayanna wanted to express her disgust at the ugly house, but she had to restrain herself. She knew if she did, the foot rub would be over, and she was not ready.

“Honestly,” Baxter continued, “I didn’t think you would get here so soon. You must have broken a few traffic laws to get here.” She successfully ignored his chatter until he said, “We have a surprise for you.”

“Oh. What kind of surprise?” She sat up and looked into his eyes, hoping it wasn't the terrible paint job he was calling a surprise. Yes, it really is a surprise, but not a good one, she thought to herself.

“First, you must tell me what you got me. I missed you,” he whispered, kissing her shoulder.

She wanted to return his affection, but ignoring the weight on her heart was like locking the proverbial elephant in the closet. Trying to keep her emotions in check, she chose a more casual response. “I was only gone for a few days. You’re acting like I was away and out of commission for a year,” she chuckled briefly.

“But it was like an eternity,” Baxter shot back, kissing her neck. “We have never been apart so long.”

His words disarmed her, piercing the emotional force field she had built. She looked into his eyes, then looked away, fighting to keep a straight face and restrain her pent-up desire. She leaned her back against him and let her eyes wander.

Ayanna heard the slow, deliberate footsteps descending the stairs and knew they were Julieana's. On her way to the kitchen, she blurted out, “He bought a dog for Melvin.”

Ayanna shot to her feet, eyes wide, staring down at Baxter. “Really, really?” Her face brightened into a big smile as she looked around, her eyes sparkling with anticipation.

Baxter yelled at Julieana, “You can’t keep a secret to save your life! Oh my gosh. You just ruined the surprise.”

Ayanna kept celebrating, asking, “What kind did you get? Where is she? Is it a girl?” She looked at everyone’s faces for answers, but no one said anything. Julie took what she came for and headed back to her room.

Baxter spoke slowly and deliberately, as the instructor he was, preparing Ayanna to meet the new family pet. “Ok, it’s a ‘he’ with unique features. He’s a crossbreed with quite a challenging past.” He turned to Melvin, “Ok, Champ. Go get your dog.” Melvin hurried to the basement and returned with his dog, beaming with pride. 

With wide eyes and open arms, Baxter declared, “Tadaaa.” 

Ayanna jumped back in terror, screaming. The dog’s face was so misshapen it looked almost otherworldly. Its bulging eyes and twisted jaw sent a chill down Ayanna’s spine. The creature's hideousness as it greeted her was like the contour of an alien emerging from a perfect body. She tried to run away, seeking refuge, terrified by what she took to be an encounter with an extraterrestrial. She stumbled over the coffee table, collided with Melvin, and fell to the floor. Not worrying about whether she was bruised or broken, she flipped onto her bottom and pushed herself backward. With her heel digging into the floor and her hands behind her, she pushed herself away from what she feared was imminent danger. 

Her deafening scream startled Melvin. Baxter hurried over to her and helped her to her feet. She looked at him with wide eyes, her arms trembling. She cringed and pressed herself against him, as if trying to hide inside him. “What did... how did... no, no, no.” She tugged Baxter, trying to pull him away to escape its dreadful presence. 

The dog tilted its head, looking at her with big, bulging eyes. “Er hur,” the dog muttered, adding a “Ruf,” as its fang-like teeth appeared from its lopsided face. 

Ayanna jumped in fright. “Oh my gosh.” Trembling, she asked, “Is this a joke? If it is, it’s not funny.” 

Confused and offended, Baxter snapped, “What kind of question is that?” His brow furrowed, and his face puckered as he continued, “You think I would bring a dog home just to prank you?” 

“There is no way in hell we are keeping that thing!” She ran her fingers through her hair, pacing around while looking to the floor with bulging eyes as if searching for answers. She stopped and turned to Baxter, pointing demandingly, “We’re not keeping it, you hear me?” Melvin quaked and recoiled, and the dog took a few steps back at her monstrous rant. She threw up her hands and turned away. “We’re not keeping it. You’re gonna have to take it back!”
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CHAPTER THREE
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It’s Never About One Thing 

––––––––
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In many parts of Hogsville, homes are separated by several acres of open land, with neighbors sometimes half an acre or several acres apart. However, in the Cedar Grove community, properties are much smaller, except for Ayanna and the Petersons, whose homes sit on five-acre lots just half an acre apart. Jeffary Peterson was a tall, older man with mysterious eyes and a peculiar quality that made neighbors uneasy. He rarely spoke, and when he did, it was accompanied by riddles and chants that were difficult to understand. 

It had been almost a week since Ayanna returned from her trip and was greeted by the frightening addition to the family. As she relaxed on the couch, contemplating the challenging situation she faced, her phone rang. It was her neighbor, Jeffrey. 

She responded with a surprisingly cheerful tone. She often tried to avoid him and his odd demeanor, but now she lit up at his voice. “Well, hello there,” she said, grinning as she shifted to find a comfortable spot on the couch where she was lying.

“How are you, Ina?” he asked. She forced a smile at his mispronunciation of her name, recalling all the times she’d corrected him in vain, but today she lacked the desire or the energy to protest. “I’m fine...” She paused for a moment, knowing she wasn’t completely okay, and clarified, “Well, as good as I can be.”

“Sounds to me like the glow of paradise is overshadowed by threatening storm clouds.” His mocking assertion amused her rather than irritating her, as it usually would. 

“Well, as you know, life isn’t always sunshine and gentle winds.” With a warm smile, she got up from the couch and walked to the middle of the room, looking up at the loft in response to a muffled sound. “But I’ll be fine.” With narrowed eyes, she wondered about what she heard or thought she heard. The silence mocked her, but the breeze from the vent above comforted her. The children’s room was locked, but a sinking feeling in her stomach made her uneasy. “So, what can I do for you, Jeffrey?” she asked, still focusing on the upstairs.

“Not me; Monica was wondering if Julieana could stop by to bake with her. She’s making some sort of fancy pastry.”

Ayanna looked at the clock on the wall. It was six fifteen p.m. She glanced outside. The sun was setting. “I know she would love to,” she replied pleasantly. However, it’s getting late, and Julie has school tomorrow.

“Okay, that's fine. I’ll let her know,” Jeffrey told her and added, “So, what is the fly in your ointment?”

“Nothing much, just a bit of disappointment in my husband’s choice of pet for my son.” There was still a bit of shakiness in her voice, though she tried to hide her annoyance.

“Don’t tell me he went out and got him a python.”

“No, but with the look of the dog he got him, it’s not much different from getting him a python.” Her voice cracked. She rubbed her forehead and sighed.

“Come on now, how can you go wrong with a dog? Unless it was an abandoned stray mutt battling tumble weeds in a deserted town.”

“Wow, that's vivid. Why did... anyway, it’s not so much the dog’s situation, it's the dog's looks. It is like a beast from another planet.” Her voice elevated as she gestured frantically. “Jeffrey, it's a hideous beast.” 

“What kind of dog is it?”

Ayanna paused for a moment, reflecting and digging through her memory. “I really don’t know. Never thought of it, but if I had to guess, it’s more like an Irish Bull Terrier with a face smashed between two objects and a reconstruction gone wrong. It has a deceptive appearance. When detached from its head, it has a beautiful black-and-white body with smooth, lying hair. I’d estimate it weighs about 55 pounds, you know, a normal canine... But its head.” The chill running down her spine caused her to shiver as the image played in her mind. “Oh my gosh, it’s like, it’s like it belongs to a different creature. 

Jeffrey laughed out loud, causing Ayanna to chuckle. He struggled to keep his laughter in check, which kept flaring up at every attempt to speak. Finally, he said, “I can tell you are not its biggest fan, but you never know. You just never know.” She could tell there was a grin on his face. “But seriously,” he continued with a more earnest tone. “Sometimes, ugly things and people produce unmatched beauty and productivity. A person’s facial contour does not determine the condition of their heart. The most radiant and beautiful appearance can often conceal a deceitful heart. Give the dog a break. “You never know, it might become your best friend.”

Moved by his words, Ayanna covered her heart and said, “Ooh, I have never seen such a soft and sentimental side of you. I am impressed. Why don’t you want the public to know this side of you? Why put light under a bushel, as the good book said?”

“Would you stick your hand in a hole in the ground?”

“No!” she barked, with wrinkled brows and a puffy face. “You crazy?”

“Why not?” he asked.

“Why should I when I don’t know what—”

“Exactly,” he interrupted. “Because you don’t know. People are cautious about the unknown and may even be afraid of it. That’s the invisible force field that keeps me safe.”

Ayanna smiled. “You’re weird, or should I say helplessly trapped in a paranoiac maze. I’m going to check on my children. Tell Monica I’ll talk to her.”

After hanging up the phone with Jeffrey, she stretched out on the couch, her head on the armrest, reflecting on the many confrontations and threatening demands that had arisen between her and her husband. She thought about how it had been affecting their children, especially Melvin. With all that has happened, the dog has become increasingly woven into the fabric of her family. That weird Jeffrey might be right. Maybe I should relent and view the situation from a different perspective. Perhaps I could see and understand the situation like Baxter and Melvin do. I might, as Jeffrey said, find beauty in the ugliness. After her comforting thoughts, she grabbed something to drink from the refrigerator and headed upstairs. 

*************
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Though Ayanna decided to make peace with the situation, she entered the loft with her eyes peeled, looking for any sign of the ugly dog. She intended to check on Melvin, but Julie’s room was first. She knocked on the door and entered, saying, “Julie.”

Julieana sprang up from the corner where the dresser meets the wall and wiped her face with her hands in one motion, but not quickly enough to avoid her mother’s notice. She yelled, “Get out of my room. You barged into my room without knocking. That’s an invasion of my privacy.”

Ayanna rushed over to her. “Oh my gosh!” she exclaimed, moving closer and reaching out to touch her daughter. Julieana pulled back, eyes wide with fear. An empty feeling settled in Ayanna’s stomach, and tears welled up in her eyes. A feisty ray of light fought its way through her closed blinds and drawn curtains. The lingering scent of her air freshener, competing with the musky room, made Ayanna sneeze. 

With only her bra and panties on, Julie wrapped her arms around her chest and slumped forward, protesting, “Get out, get out. Don’t touch me.” The light from her window shimmered in her teary eyes.

Ayanna pounced on her and hugged her. “Shh, shh, I know you’re mad right now, but it’s not me you’re mad at.” Julie surrendered to her mother’s bear hug and sobbed. “Okay, honey. It's okay, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” She smoothed her hair from the front to the back and down to her shoulders. She stood in silence, hugging her. As the moments of silence passed, Ayanna thought about how best to get her to open up. Her thoughts swung from extreme worst-case scenarios to a minor emotional breakdown. She reflected on how withdrawn she had been lately and realized it would not be easy to find out what was going on. “Julie, you know you can talk to me,” she began. “I am here for you. That’s what mothers do. We help our daughters through difficult teenage struggles.”

Julieana slowly pulled away from her mother’s embrace and climbed into her bed. She got under the comforter and pulled it up to her neck. “I want my father,” she protested.

“Her words stabbed Ayanna in the gut like an invisible death ray.  For a few seconds, she said nothing, swallowing, blinking, thinking, where in the hell did that come from? She has never mentioned that retch in years. Why now? She sat on the bed beside her. “I know you are not sad because you missed your father, so what is it that you think you can tell him that you can’t tell me?” 

Julieana slowly turned her head and looked at her with contempt, but said nothing.

“Okay, maybe you need a man’s perspective. Baxter is the only father you've known for the past ten years.”  

“He’s not my dad!” Julie blurted out. Tears started flowing again. Ayanna reached out to her. She pulled away.

With many emotions swirling inside her, Ayanna felt her eyes welling up, torn between wanting to hold Julieana close and giving vent to the frustration simmering within her. She took a deep breath, steadying herself, and said, "Okay, Julieana. Whatever is happening to you right now needs to be dealt with.” Her stern and straightforward demand made Julie cringe. “This has been going on for a while now. I have tried to give you your space, hoping that at some point, you would come to me. Now, here you are having a meltdown, and you still refuse to talk to me.” 

“Mom, you don’t understand.”

“Well, help me understand.” Ayanna got into bed and pulled close to her. “Remember, I was a teenager before I was a mom.” She nudged her playfully and smiled. Julie glanced at her, but fought back a smile, revealing an internal struggle. Ayanna studied her face, seeing her mouth twitch and her eyes blinking rapidly as she looked off into the void. The outward manifestation of an internal struggle was familiar to Ayanna. It was similar to her behavior when she’s second-guessing herself. “Come on, Julie. You can tell me.” Her tone was soft and friendly.

With a swift head turn, Julie yelled, “Mom! There is nothing to tell!”

Ayanna raised her voice for a counterattack. “Okay, that’s it. All gloves are off!” She stood up, towering over her, wagging her finger. “For the past six months, you have been like a ghost in this house. You’ve been coming home late, and your grades are starting to slip. Not only that, but you have also become snappy and disrespectful.”

Julie said nothing. The tears stream down her face freely. She sobs and blows her nose, occasionally glancing at her mother.

“What about your dreams, Julie? Being a graphic designer was all you talked about.” Glancing at her drawings on the wall, Ayanna added, “You are incredibly talented. You have exceptional skills. Don’t throw that away.” Ayanna sat on the bed and gently stroked her hair. Softening her voice, she added, “Falling grades and a preoccupation with electronic gadgets are concerning, but disconnection and daydreaming are cries for help. Something is going on.” As the words escaped her lips, she remembered what Baxter had said and felt as if she were repeating his words.

Julie looked at the drawings; her chest tightened with frustration. Her eyes flickered around the room. A slight twitch played at the corner of her mouth. She wondered if anyone truly understood how lost she felt lately, or if her mother would really praise her if she knew everything. “People change,” she muttered. “I don’t want to be a dumb graphic designer anymore. I am going to be a chemist like Jeffrey or a physicist.”

Ayanna’s expression shifted from a warm smile to a raised brow, ending with a puzzled look. “You can be whatever you want to be, but who is Jeffrey?”

“Oh, I mean Mr. Peterson.”

“You know not to call grown folks by their first name.” A knock at the door interrupted her. “What!” she yelled, but her intruding son thwarted her dismissive intent. 

The door swung open, and Melvin rushed in. With a bright smile, he went to Julie’s bed and climbed up, asking, “What y’all talking about?”

Before he could lie down, Ayanna grabbed his arm and helped him to his feet. “Melvin, you can’t just barge into your sister’s room. No wonder you guys are always fighting.”

“But I knocked,” he protested. 

“See, see what I’m talking about!” Julie yelled angrily.

Deflated, Melvin hung his head and drooped his shoulder. “I am bored, bored, and lonely.”

“Liar!” Julie yelled. “He just wants to be nosy and annoying.”

“That’s enough!” demanded Ayanna. Turning to Melvin, she asked, “Where is your father and that ugly, God-forsaken dog he got you?” She stood up and walked to the door with Melvin. With a caring smile and a soothing tone, she gently guided him out of the room, saying, “Go find your father. I’ll be with you soon, honey.”

Ayanna was eager to continue the conversation because Julie was doing more than just giving dirty looks and one-word responses. This time, instead of sitting on the edge, she crawled onto the bed, got her back to the headboard, and stretched out her legs. Julie’s eyes watched her as she tried to get comfortable. With a heavy sigh, Julie moved over to help herself relax. After a few seconds of silence, Ayanna said, “I know this isn’t the Julie we know. You used to be passionate about learning. You were driven, always an overachiever, and now you’re making Cs.” Ayanna turned to face her, but Julie looked away. “Yes, I know Melvin can be annoying, but it’s not just him. You’re withdrawn and reclusive. Now I come into your room, and you’re curled up in a corner, half-naked, crying. So, you need to talk to me; tell me what's going on.”

Julie turned and made eye contact with her mother, holding her gaze for a few seconds before looking away, spaced out. “It's nothing, Mom. I’m fine.” Her heart pounded as she struggled to find words. She wished she could tell her mother everything, but the fear was too intense. “Sometimes I just don’t want to talk.”

“So why were you in the corner crying?”

She paused for a moment, searching for an excuse. Remembering how much her mother hated the dog, she said, “It’s the dog. The dog scares me.”

The mention of the dog made Ayanna’s stomach tighten. She stretched her arm across Julie’s shoulder and pulled her close. A brief silence filled the room. Julie jerked at the pop of the wall-mounted air freshener above, releasing a refreshing lavender scent. Engulfed by the silence, Julie’s eyes shifted to her left to glimpse the preoccupied Ayanna staring off into space. “I know, baby; he scares me too,” Ayanna said, lost in thoughts. Holding tight to Julieana’s upper arm, she pulled her close onto her side and whispered, “It’s only a matter of time,” and nodded her head with a mysterious smile.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Finding Comfort in A Cemetery

––––––––
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​Five and a half months of chaos left the Ferguson family feeling empty and broken. From the grotesque dog Baxter brought into their lives, which Ayanna vehemently opposed, fighting every day to remove him from their home, to the deepest pain they had ever experienced. Arguments, threats, counter-threats, and passive-aggressive behavior did not bring the resolution Ayanna hoped for. Her path grew darker. Every glimmer of hopeful laughter faded as the ever-darkening days of despair deepened. 

That day, like the past few days, Ayanna tried to make sense of life and the events that constitute human experience. Driven by relentless emotional pain, she thought about an interesting scientific reflection on pain, which stated that “one painful stimulus can sometimes inhibit the sensation of another,” and concluded that such a theory might not be true for emotional pain. 

As the day wore on, her mental anguish deepened. She struggled with the earth-shattering loss that turned her life upside down, leaving her soul submerged in an emotional abyss. She thought she had cried all the tears she could, believing her tear ducts must now be dry, but somehow her eyes remained an unyielding fountain. 

It was early evening when she pulled into the parking lot at the community cemetery, where a manicured lawn stretched out, dotted with headstones. Though cheerful blue stretched overhead, a bank of grey clouds lingered on the horizon, mirroring her heavy heart. This was her first stop after leaving the grief support meeting. Carrying a bouquet of red roses and lilies, she walked down a winding path, her eyes tear-filled. The faint scent of freshly cut grass mingled with the fragrance of roses. Each step was muffled by the soft earth beneath her feet, and she barely noticed the unique arrangement along her path amid the quiet hush of the grounds.

She didn’t mind that among the many headstones scattered across the landscape were sixteen well-maintained tombs raised about three feet above the ground. These tombs were painted white except for one. It was that one that caught her attention. The one with black stripes and a small black cross nestled under an oak tree that beckoned to her. It didn’t attract her for its uniqueness, but for its strategic placement, giving her a clear view of the freshly covered grave with withering flowers and a weather-beaten teddy bear that had endured two weeks of harsh weather. She sat and gazed at the headstone made of shiny grey marble, engraved with the words, “Julieana Sturine Gordon - January 26, 2007, to October 13, 2023. In loving memory. Gone but not forgotten.”  

She placed the bouquet on her daughter’s resting place and looked curiously at the stem of a white rose in the center of her grave. She picked up a twig with a withered rose and went back to sit and contemplate her daughter’s final resting place. Fixing her eyes on the cheerful-looking teddy bear, she wiped away tears, remembering how Julie used to clutch her favorite teddy during thunderstorms, finding comfort in its soft embrace. Now the bear stood guard over her grave, weathered but steadfast. 

A feeling of envy filled her soul: Oh, how I wish Julie were as resilient and cheerful as you, despite the tough circumstances. Hell, I wish I could be as joyful as you in the face of my harsh circumstances. 

Lost in the moment, she was soothed by a gentle breeze tickling the small branches overhead. With her eyes fixed on the withered rose in her hand, she leaned against the little black cross, struggling with the cruelty of death. She thought about the fragrance of a living rose and the beauty it brings to a bouquet. She reflected on its value and romantic significance, then spoke to it. “With all that you brought to the world in your moment of glory, here you are withered and crispy brown...” Her eyes watered. She tried to keep it from running down her face, but to no avail. “Death is a monster that robs the world of beauty, leaving your loved one in the grip of unyielding pain.” 

She sniffed and brushed her hand across her eyes before searching her bag for a tissue to soak up the tears at the corners of her eyes. “Well, at least you don’t have a mother to weep for, to sit in anguish alone, wounded and broken. It is how it should be—children burying their mother.” She looked away, listening to the sound of a nearby brook and the songs of insects that could be heard but never seen. “Yes, I have a husband who should be here with me,” she said to the dead rose. “But it all started with him.” She looked away as her heart grew heavy. Her eyes scanned the many gravestones, pondering the countless tears shed and the many last goodbyes. Her gaze settled on her daughter's grave, focusing on the freshly placed white rose standing upright. The scent of ginger from nearby plants by the brook filled the air. Birds chirped overhead; two squirrels chased each other. Yet, she ignored all of nature’s beauty as tears of grief streamed down her face, and an emptiness gnawed at her stomach.

Jolted by a presence, her heart pounded, but a quick, instinctive turn of her head revealed only emptiness. She slowly looked around in every direction. “I could have sworn...” she began, but stopped herself, dismissing her vision. “Maybe it’s just my imagination.” Her phone buzzed with a chime like an old church bell. Her heart jumped. She clutched her chest before realizing it was her unusual ringtone. She laughed softly, fishing her phone out of her bag. “This stupid notification sound always surprises me. I need to change it," she reasoned, chuckling at her momentary confusion, then checked the text message.

Her preoccupation with the message on her phone soon replaced the lingering feeling of an invisible presence. It read, “It is the dog. He is dangerous.” She examined the number, which seemed familiar, trying to recall the owner's name but couldn’t quite remember, leaving her uncertain. Her mind kept racing; her body tensed, caught in the inner struggle between fear and curiosity. Her shift from the who to the what sent chills like an army of tiny needles marching toward her head. Her face flushed, and her head felt an unwelcome icy hug.

“What in the world does this mean? I have no doubt that that hideous beast might be dangerous, but what does ‘It is the dog’ mean?” Without words, she typed many question marks in reply to the text. She waited for a response, but none came. Ticked off, she dialed. The call went to voicemail, which repeated the number and asked the caller to leave a message. She sulked and tossed the phone in her bag. “You must be a freaking idiot, whoever you are. You texted me and turned off your phone; who does that? Who could be so insensitive, so disrespectful?” She sighed and hung her head.

The temperature was still high at six in the evening, a warm 82 degrees, but her body was shivering. Why the heck am I so cold? She reached for the white jacket draped across her lap and draped it over her black sleeveless dress. Pulling the jacket close, she wrapped her arms and hid her clasped hands in her lap. After a few minutes of fighting the chills, they subsided. She became warm enough to discard the jacket. “That is weird,” she whispered.

After sitting for a while, pondering the strange text, the presence she thought she felt, and the sudden temperature fluctuations, she wandered toward the grave, glancing to the side and occasionally looking back. Her heart was heavy with grief, but she was determined to spend time with her daughter. Kneeling beside the grave, she was tempted to pull out a mysterious stem of rose, seemingly planted to get her attention. She changed her mind and hung her head. Her tears flowed freely, falling onto the dirt. “Oh, Julie,” she said, her hand resting on the grassy cover. “Julie, if only you could tell me what happened. They said it was rabies, but I don’t believe it.” She exhaled and wiped her eyes. “I love you; I miss you. I wish—”

The sound of a broken twig stopped her. She stayed still, waiting and expecting more sounds—a voice or footsteps. A presence filled her space. She sniffed and brushed away tears from her red, flushed face. The uninterrupted silence made her curious and scared. Her head moved instinctively left and right, searching for someone, but she saw no one. What the heck? She jumped to her feet, brushing dirt off her knees before turning around. “Oh shit!” She exclaimed after a gasp. She stumbled backward and nearly fell on the grave at the sight of a person sitting in her spot. With her hand on her chest, she shivered.

“Hey. I didn’t want to disturb you at such a sacred moment,” said the man seated on the tomb.

The voice calmed her nerves. She yelled at him, “Jeffrey! You scared the pants off me. Where did you come from? How long...” She let out a deflating exhale and stepped toward him. “You know what, never mind.” She stood in front of him with a suspicious glare. “Actually, what are you doing here?”

The tall, skinny Jeffrey was nearly at eye level while sitting on the edge of the tomb. His face was filled with compassion. He looked down, biting his lips as he struggled to control his emotions. “I just came to pay my respects. It’s not fear. Evil should not triumph over good, nor should the innocent become victims of the vile.”

Ayanna sat beside him on the tomb. She tilted her head to look at him, but he refused to make eye contact. Her eyes narrowed as she observed him curiously, wondering about his display of raw emotions. “You are right, but I can't help but wonder if your words are the surface of something deeper and more sinister, are they?”

“I know they said it was rabies that caused her death, but that’s the surface reason,” he glanced at her and continued. “Your husband might have had good intentions when he opened the door to this evil. Now it has taken a precious soul as its sacrifice.” Her eyebrows raised, and her eyes searched with a mind-curious stare. Connecting the contents of the text with his adamance about the nefariousness of the dog, she concluded that it must have been he who sent her the text. As she thought about it, she remembered seeing that number on her daughter’s phone. She twisted her mouth to one side and looked at him suspiciously. “Ooh, so you’re the one who sent me that text. Isn’t it?”
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