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Jim woke up to his phone buzzing on the nightstand. Reaching for it, he hit the ignore button and slid to the edge of his bed. It felt good to sleep in this morning. No nagging dog poked him awake. He didn’t wake up to a pair of staring brown eyes in his face or the weight of a golden retriever on his chest.

The only downside was Lily wasn’t lying beside me. Well, she’d be home in a day or two. He dreaded telling her that the dog was gone but he couldn’t help but smile to himself. His plan had worked out beautifully.

Joey was gone, and Jim was nothing short of ecstatic about it. Jim had never wanted a dog or a cat—or kids. The only thing he’d ever wanted and couldn’t have or buy, was Lily, and now that her previous boyfriend was dead by happy accident—or so people believed—she was his, all his.

Jim stretched, the sunlight streaming through the window catching the blonde highlights in his short hair. He glanced at the photo of Lily on the nightstand, her smile bright and her hand resting on her pregnant belly. She was six months along, and though he’d never wanted kids, the idea of having a child with Lily was starting to grow on him.

In the beginning of his relationship with Lily, he’d tried to talk her into having “the procedure” which infuriated her. “How dare you say that to me? How can you ask me to do that? This is Jason’s baby.” It had taken him days to talk her into staying in a relationship with him. It had also cost him a few dollars. He’d spent a small fortune on flowers, gifts and gave her plenty of foot rubs to make up for his inappropriate suggestion.

Yeah, I’d let it go. Accidents happen. Even to children.

But thoughts of potential step-fatherhood were overshadowed by his dark secret. Jim had never told anyone how he’d secretly cut the brake lines on Jason’s car, leading to his fatal accident. Lily had no idea, and he intended to keep it that way. He couldn’t even believe that he’d done it. Jason had been his best friend since middle school. But, in the end, that hadn’t mattered.

Not once he saw Lily.

As Jim walked into the kitchen, the Halloween decorations they’d put up together filled him with a sense of normalcy. The house was an over-the-top Halloween wonderland.

Fake cobwebs draped from every corner, their wispy strands shimmering in the morning light. Carved pumpkins lined the countertops, their jagged grins casting eerie shadows. Plastic skeletons hung from the ceiling, their bony fingers outstretched as if reaching for the living. The couple had even hung orange and black streamers from the chandeliers and everywhere she could find a place to hang them.

Jim’s least favorite decoration was the weird skull portrait that laughed diabolically when you walked past it. As soon as Lily had left, he’d turned the motion detector switch off. He got tired of being surprised by the damn thing.

Outside the house, the yard was a spectacle of horror and festivity. Tombstones of varying shapes and sizes dotted the lawn, some tilted at odd angles as if disturbed by restless spirits.

Ghostly figures floated among the trees, their tattered white sheets fluttering in the breeze. A life-sized witch stood by the front door, her green face twisted into a wicked grin, her cauldron bubbling with a fog machine's mist. Orange and purple lights twinkled from every bush and tree at night, casting an otherworldly glow over the entire scene.

Jim poured himself a cup of coffee and took a moment to enjoy the peace and quiet. No barking, no begging for food. Just quiet.

Yeah, this was the life. Jim had his own luxury condo, but Lily refused to move in with him. She says because it would be too difficult while she was pregnant, but Jim suspected that she wanted to stay in the house because this is where she lived with Jason. It was a fact that ticked him off but he was willing to wait. He’d wear her down.

Eventually, she’d see it his way.

But the quiet was soon broken by the faint sound of toenails clicking on the hardwood floor.

Jim froze, his heart pounding.

He walked slowly towards the hallway, the sound growing louder. As he leaned out of the doorway, he could hardly believe his eyes. Joey sat in the hallway, part of his cowboy costume missing, and his fur filthy. The dog’s accusing eyes bored into him as Jim swore under his breath. The Golden Retriever was panting and was clearly not happy.

The house phone rang, breaking the tense silence. Jim was happy to break the stare-off with Joey to answer it. “Hello?”

“Hey babe. You didn’t answer your cell. You didn’t lose it at the park, did you?”

“Park?”

“The dog park—you did take Joey to the park this morning, right?” Lily asked hopefully.

“No. I mean yes, I took him to the park. He even wore his costume, just for funsies. No, I didn’t lose my phone. I must have been in the shower.”

He hated lying, but in for a penny, in for a pound. Toenails clicked down the hall after him now, but the dog never entered the kitchen.

Feeling nervous, he filled Joey’s food and water dishes. The dog didn’t appear.

“Okay. I’m sorry I’m away but I’m doing my best to make it home before tomorrow night. But if I can’t, promise you’ll take lots of pictures. I have a late meeting with Alta Insurance, but I might be able to make it home in time if I can get everyone’s signatures on the paperwork.”

“Take care of yourself, Lily. I don’t want you on the roads late—you don’t know the area. Just stay over and come back in the morning.”

Lily’s voice purred at him through the phone. “Aw, that’s so sweet, Jimmy. You’re always thinking of me, aren’t you? I don’t know what I would do without you. You’ve been so great with everything. I mean since...Jason. Did I tell you that his mother is coming for a visit in November?”

Jim prayed she wouldn’t say Jason’s name again. He damn sure didn’t want Jason’s mother, Crystal, hanging around. Jim was tired of hearing about him, and he felt that old stab of jealousy pierce his heart. Imagine being jealous of a dead man?

“Hey, no problem. Listen, I better run. I’ve got to give Joey a bath, and I have a garage to clean, remember?”

Jim could tell by the tone of her voice that she wanted to chat about something, but he couldn’t take his mind off the damn dog.

How the heck did he get back here? He’d driven him a full two miles out of town, and somehow the dog had found his way back here? Was he part homing pigeon? What the hell?

“Did you hear me, babe?”

Jim couldn’t stop staring at the dog who remained panting in the hallway. “Uh, I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

“I said don’t make plans for Sunday. I really want to talk to you about something. It’s important.”

He heard the toenails clicking again, and now he heard the doggie door flapping. The stupid dog had gone back outside! Now what was he up to?

“Sure, that’s fine. Talk to you later.”

Jim hung up the phone and leaned against the sink, thinking about how he’d manage this. He looked out the window but didn’t see Joey anywhere. Maybe he really would run away.

Jim had no intention of washing the dog, but he needed a shower. He’d already lied about taking a shower. But what was one more lie? He’d been lying to Lily for the past six months. Even before that. As he showered, Jim thought about Lily’s phone call. Exactly what did she want to talk about?

Everything was going so perfectly. Well, except for Joey. He suspected she was going to encourage him to go home but Jim didn’t want to leave Lily. Ever.

The clicking of toenails on the tile floor interrupted his thoughts. Had he come back? He peeked around the curtain. Joey had returned, his leash in his mouth. He wanted to go out, and the backyard apparently wasn’t good enough for him.

With an exasperated sigh, Jim switched off the water, stepped out, and dried off.

Without a word, a semi-dry Jim took Joey for his morning walk at the nearby park, after he removed that crappy looking cowboy outfit. Dogs in costumes. What a stupid idea.

On the walk, he saw a few familiar faces but did his best to avoid any chitchat. Joey behaved himself, did his business right where he always did, and then led Jim out of the park. He snatched against his collar a few times, but Jim tugged on the leash angrily.

“Hey! Who’s doing the leading here?” Jim snatched on the leash, but not too roughly. Other pet owners were watching. “He’s a bit of a handful.” Once they made it back to Lily’s house, he hosed the dog off with the backyard water hose.

“You’re lucky you made it back. Next time, you won’t be so lucky.” Joey snorted once and walked through the door flap soaking wet.

“Hey! At least let me dry you off, you bastard! Stupid dog!”

For the next few hours, Jim busied himself with tidying up the garage, trying to distract himself from the unsettling events of the morning. He meticulously organized the tools, swept the dusty floor, and rearranged the storage shelves.

The repetitive tasks helped to clear his mind, if only temporarily.

He glanced at his watch, noting that it was nearing lunchtime. He had hoped to find solace in the mundane, but an uneasy feeling gnawed at the back of his mind. As he finished wiping down the workbench, he heard a faint noise from inside the house. His heart rate quickened, and he felt a sense of dread creeping over him.

Pushing the garage door open, Jim stepped into the kitchen, only to be greeted by chaos. The sight stopped him in his tracks.

All his clean laundry, which he had painstakingly folded and stacked, was strewn across the floor. Shirts, pants, and socks lay scattered, some of them torn and dirty.

The garbage can had been overturned, its contents spilled out and spread in a disgusting array of coffee grounds, food wrappers, and other refuse. The stench hit him immediately, a putrid mix of rotting food and something else he couldn’t quite place.

Jim’s eyes narrowed in anger as he took in the scene. His favorite recliner, the one piece of furniture he truly cherished, was covered in golden fur. Joey had clearly made himself comfortable, shedding copiously all over the fabric. Clumps of hair clung to the upholstery, and scratch marks marred the armrests.

"Son of a—Joey! Get in here!" Jim’s voice echoed through the house, filled with frustration and rage. He stomped through the living room, following the trail of destruction, his fists clenched at his sides.

Joey trotted in from the hallway, his tongue hanging out and a casual, almost mocking expression on his face. He looked up at Jim, wagging his tail as if nothing were amiss.

“Why? Why would you do this?” Jim demanded, his voice shaking with fury. Joey simply closed his mouth and sat down, staring at Jim with those inscrutable eyes. Of course, the dog didn’t answer.

Jim clenched his teeth, feeling a mix of rage and helplessness. He wanted to yell, to scream, but he knew it would do no good. Joey seemed to thrive on his frustration, feeding off his anger. The dog’s calm demeanor only fueled Jim’s irritation further.

Desperation clawed at him as he looked around the room. How could one dog cause so much havoc? He grabbed a broom and began to clean up the mess, sweeping the laundry into a pile and picking up the garbage piece by piece. It didn’t take him long to find the big pile of smelly dog manure. The smell was overwhelming, and he gagged as he scooped the foul contents and put the stinking pile into the bin.

His mind raced with thoughts of revenge. He couldn’t let this continue.

Joey had to go, once and for all. But for now, he had to deal with the immediate chaos. He mopped the floor, the sound of the swishing water and the sloshing bucket almost therapeutic amidst the turmoil.

After what felt like hours, Jim finally finished cleaning. He was drenched in sweat, his muscles aching from the exertion. He looked around the now tidy room, his anger simmering just below the surface. At least it smelled like bleach and soap instead of dog crap, urine and old food.

“Stupid dog!” he muttered under his breath. Joey watched him from the corner of the room, his eyes following Jim’s every move. There was something unsettling in the way the dog stared, as if he understood more than he let on.

Jim secured the back door and locked the doggie door, ensuring that Joey couldn’t come back inside. He couldn’t take any more of the dog’s antics.

As he turned away, he felt Joey’s gaze boring into his back, a silent reminder of the ongoing battle between them.

This wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

Jim vowed to himself that he would find a way to rid his life of Joey, once and for all.

As he headed back to the garage, his mind churned with dark plans, the tension between him and the dog growing ever more palpable.

*****
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​Six months ago, the world had been Jim’s oyster. He could have anything or anyone he wanted. He was wealthy, handsome, and young. Yeah, he had been the king of the campus, even though those college years were over, long over actually, he’d never done much with his degree. Why should he? He was going to inherit his father’s wealth.  

To his surprise, Lily considered his way of thinking to be lazy. “Come on, Jim. You might do something amazing. You went to the trouble of getting your degree. It would be good to be a contributing member of society.”

He lied to her and promised he’d do something soon but then Jason was dead and gone, and Lily became his sole focus. It was soon after this that Lily had found Joey wandering the neighborhood, his golden fur matted and his eyes pleading.

“Jim, look at him! He’s starving. We can’t just leave him out here,” Lily had insisted, her voice filled with compassion. She was always like that, caring, loving, sometimes to a fault. “Who would do such a thing? Drop this poor dog off like he was a piece of garbage.”

Jim had reluctantly agreed, allowing Lily to bring Joey inside. There was no “allowing.” Lily always did what she wanted. The trick was to have her believe that what she wanted was also what you wanted. It was a tough trick to perform. He hadn’t quite perfected it.

He watched jealously as Lily knelt to pet the dog, her fingers threading through his tangled fur. The sight made his stomach churn. He had nothing against dogs in general, but this one—this one was different. Somehow, deep in his bones, he knew instantly that the dog hated him. Didn’t like him one bit.

After Jason's sudden death, Jim had moved in with Lily temporarily. He told himself and her it was to support her through her grief, but deep down, he knew it was because he wanted to claim his prize.

Lily had always been the one thing he couldn't have, and now she was within his grasp. Shortly after moving in, Lily had tearfully shared the news of her pregnancy. Jim knew for a fact that it wasn’t his. They hadn’t been intimate yet. Not yet, but Jim had plans.

No, the child was Jason’s, and if she gave birth to the kid, it would be a living reminder of the man he had selfishly eliminated.

“Let’s find his owner,” Jim had suggested, hoping that this would be a short-lived problem. They had examined Joey’s tag, but it offered no helpful information, just a name and an outdated phone number.

Lily had posted on social media, contacted shelters, and put up flyers, but no one came forward to claim Joey. Even Jim posted on his favorite social media platforms but nobody claimed the Golden Retriever.

As days turned into weeks, Jim’s frustration grew. Joey had no tracker device, no vet records. It was as if he had appeared out of nowhere. Lily, however, took this as a sign that Joey was meant to be theirs.

“This dog has no history, Jim. He’s mine now,” she declared one evening, her eyes alight with determination. Suddenly, she squeezed Jim’s hand. “Or ours. He can be ours, Jim. This will be good practice for both of us.”

Joey quickly became a part of their daily lives, much to Jim’s dismay.

Lily included Joey in everything. She took pictures of him, dressed him up for holidays, and even bought him a ridiculous Halloween costume—a cowboy outfit complete with a tiny hat and bandana. It was infuriating.

Jim’s resentment grew with each passing day. He felt sidelined by Joey’s presence. Lily’s affection for the dog only fueled his jealousy and frustration.

Every wag of Joey’s tail, every affectionate lick, seemed like a taunt. The dog had become a rival, vying for Lily’s attention.

From the start, Jim knew that Joey hated him. The dog peed in his shoes, dug up his vegetables, and chewed up the cord on his laptop charger.

Lily laughed off these incidents, her amusement only deepening Jim’s anger. He vowed quietly to never forget, and to get his revenge.

One evening, as they sat in the living room, Jim noticed Joey watching him intently from across the room. The dog’s eyes seemed almost human in their intensity, filled with an unsettling mix of accusation and understanding. Jim shivered involuntarily, feeling a chill run down his spine.

“Jim, can you grab Joey’s leash? I think he needs a walk,” Lily asked, breaking the silence. “He’s eyeballing you, big time. Your turn, fur dad.”

“Fine,” Jim stood up, his movements stiff and mechanical. As he clipped the leash onto Joey’s collar, he felt the dog’s gaze bore into him, as if Joey knew exactly what he was thinking.

Outside, the air was thick with the scent of blooming flowers and damp earth. Shadows danced across the pavement as Jim and Joey walked in uneasy silence. The farther they went from the house, the more the tension grew between them.

Suddenly, Joey stopped and stared into the darkness, his ears pricked up. Jim followed the dog’s gaze but saw nothing. He felt a cold sweat break out on his forehead. The dog seemed to sense something he couldn’t.

Wait. There was someone standing there on the side of the house. A familiar someone. “Jason?” he whispered into the darkness. The figure faded away. Jim shook his head. What was he thinking? That the ghost of his ex best friend was stalking him? He didn’t believe in ghosts.

“Come on, Joey. Lift your leg or do whatever it is you have to do. Let’s go back,” Jim muttered, tugging on the leash. But Joey didn’t move. Instead, he let out a low growl, his eyes fixed on an unseen presence in the shadows.

Jim pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket and tapped the flashlight app. He waved it around to illuminate the landscape, but it didn’t lend much light.

Jim’s heart pounded in his chest as he pulled harder on the leash, finally dragging Joey away. They returned home, the unease lingering like a dark cloud.

That night, Jim lay in the guest bed, unable to shake the feeling that something was terribly wrong. He decided to check on Lily. He opened her bedroom door quietly and heard a low growl. It was Joey.

Lily slept soundly beside the dog, oblivious to the hatred that was growing between the dog and her close friend. Jim felt a shiver of fear and resentment, knowing that this was just the beginning.

The tension between them had only just begun to build.

*****
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​Jim had always prided himself on his calm demeanor, but Joey’s incessant misbehavior was testing his limits. The first incident that really set him off happened one morning not long after Lily adopted him.

Jim had just finished his coffee and was getting ready to head out. He slipped his foot into his shoe, only to be met with a wet, squishy sensation. He yanked his foot out, staring in disbelief at the shoe. It was drenched with urine, the unmistakable smell assaulting his senses.

“Damn it, Joey!” Jim shouted, his voice echoing through the house. Lily appeared in the doorway, her face a mix of confusion and amusement.

“What’s going on?” she asked, barely suppressing a giggle as she saw Jim’s predicament.

“He peed in my shoe! Again!” Jim growled, throwing the ruined shoe to the side. This wasn’t the first time Joey had done this, and it was becoming a regular occurrence. He felt a deep sense of disrespect, as if the dog was deliberately targeting him.

“Oh, Jim, he’s just a dog. He doesn’t know any better,” Lily said, her laughter infuriating him further. She handed him a clean pair of shoes and patted Joey on the head as if nothing were wrong.

Jim seethed in silence, his anger simmering beneath the surface. Joey’s antics didn’t stop there.

One afternoon, Jim returned home from a jog to find shredded paper scattered across the living room floor. His heart sank as he recognized the remnants of his secret little black book, a journal where he kept details of his indiscretions. The book was destroyed, pages torn and chewed beyond recognition.

“How the hell did he get this?” Jim muttered to himself, feeling a wave of panic and anger. It was as if the dog knew exactly what he was doing, targeting the one thing that could expose Jim’s infidelity.

The thought made his blood run cold. He was tempted to lash out, to punish Joey physically, but the look in the dog’s eyes stopped him.

Joey stared at him, unblinking, his eyes filled with a strange intelligence. Jim felt a shiver of fear. He was afraid of the dog, afraid that Joey might bite him if he tried to assert dominance.

The fear gnawed at him, making his frustration and anger grow. He clenched his fists, trembling with the effort to restrain himself. Jim wasn’t one to fear much. He’d never cared for dogs, that’s true, but this one, he hated. And apparently the feeling was mutual.

“Why do you keep doing this?” Jim hissed at the dog, but Joey merely tilted his head, as if mocking him. The tension in the house was palpable, a constant undercurrent of unease.

Jim knew he couldn’t go on like this, living in fear and frustration. Something had to change, and soon.

Joey’s continued misbehavior was driving Jim to the brink. He felt disrespected, humiliated, and increasingly angry. Each incident added to the growing list of grievances, pushing him closer to a breaking point. He knew he couldn’t physically punish the dog, not without risking a confrontation he wasn’t sure he could win.

The sense of helplessness was infuriating, making his desire for revenge all the more intense.

As Jim lay in bed that night, his thoughts churned with plans of how to rid himself of Joey, his resentment festering in the dark. The tension between them had only just begun to build, and Jim knew it was only a matter of time before something snapped.

Jim had taken up gardening while living with Lily. It was something he used to do with his mother when he was a child. He missed her and he knew in his heart that when she died, he died too. Not literally but he may as well have buried himself because her death changed everything for him.

Of course, his mother’s death left his father—and Jim- wealthy, but he had loved his gentle mother.

Yes, the backyard garden was his sanctuary, a place where he could escape the chaos of daily life and find some semblance of peace. He spent hours tending to his vegetables and sunflowers, carefully nurturing each plant. The vibrant colors and lush greenery brought him a sense of accomplishment, a rare feeling these days.

To his great surprise, Lily was quite impressed with his abilities to grow things.

One sunny afternoon, Jim walked out to his garden, eager to see the fruits of his labor. But as he rounded the corner of the house, his heart sank.

The garden was in ruins. No, that would be an understatement. Dirt and plants were scattered everywhere, the neat rows of vegetables uprooted and trampled. His prized sunflowers, tall and proud, lay broken and wilted on the ground. To make matters worse, there were piles of dog manure all over the destroyed garden.

“Joey!” Jim bellowed, his voice cracking with frustration. The golden retriever bounded over, tail wagging, oblivious to the destruction he had caused.

Lily stepped outside mug in hand, drawn by Jim’s shout. She took one look at the scene and burst into laughter. “Oh my gosh, Joey! Look at the mess you made!” she exclaimed, her eyes wide with shock, and a bit of amusement.

Jim felt his blood boil. “This isn’t funny, Lily. He’s destroyed everything!” he snapped, his hands clenched into fists. He had spent countless hours in the garden and seeing it in ruins felt like a personal attack.

Lily’s laughter faded as she saw the anger in Jim’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Jim. I didn’t mean to laugh. It’s just... he’s a dog. He doesn’t understand,” she said, reaching out to touch his arm. “Please, accept my apology.”

Jim pulled away, his frustration bubbling over. “I’m tired of this. Every day, it’s something new with him. I can’t take it anymore,” he muttered, his voice trembling with barely suppressed rage. “The dog hates me, Lily. Why can’t you see that?”

Lily stepped closer, her expression softening. “I really am sorry, Jim. I know you worked hard on this,” she said gently. “I don’t know why he did that. We’ll lock the back door flap so he can’t go out there again.” She reached up and cupped his face in her hands, her touch soothing the anger inside him.

For a moment, they stood there in the wreckage of the garden, the tension between them giving way to something else.

Jim looked into Lily’s eyes, seeing genuine remorse and concern. Without thinking, he leaned in and kissed her.

It was a tentative kiss at first, but then it deepened, filled with all the unspoken emotions they had been holding back. For a moment, the world fell away, and it was just the two of them.

But as Jim pulled Lily closer, he felt her tense up. She broke the kiss, her eyes filling with tears. “I can’t. Not yet. Not while Jason... I can’t do this yet,” she whispered, her voice cracking with emotion.

Jim felt a pang of frustration mixed with guilt. He wanted more, but he knew she wasn’t ready. Jason’s memory still hung over them like a shadow, a constant reminder of what had been lost.

He nodded, forcing a smile. “I understand, Lily. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have...”

She shook her head, wiping away her tears. “No, it’s okay. I just need more time,” she said softly. They stood there for a moment longer, the silence heavy with unspoken words.

Jim’s heart ached with longing and frustration. Joey’s antics had ruined more than just his garden; they had shattered a moment that could have brought him and Lily closer.

As he watched her walk back into the house, he felt a renewed sense of determination. He couldn’t let Joey continue to disrupt their lives. Something had to be done.

As the sun set, casting long shadows across the ruined garden, Jim stared at the destruction with a mix of anger and sadness. The tension between him and Joey was growing, and he knew it was only a matter of time before something gave.

Jim sat in his favorite recliner, the room dimly lit by the glow of his laptop screen.

It was late, and Lily had gone to bed hours ago. This was his private time, the only time he felt he could truly relax. He navigated through a few websites, indulging in his guilty pleasure of online porn. It wasn’t something he was proud of, but it was a secret escape from the tension and frustration that seemed to permeate every aspect of his life lately.

Lost in his digital world, Jim didn’t notice Joey sneak into the room.

The golden retriever, ever curious and mischievous, padded silently towards the laptop charger plugged into the wall. Before Jim could react, Joey was gnawing on the cord, his sharp teeth making quick work of the thin plastic and wires.

“Joey, no!” Jim shouted, scrambling to his feet. He yanked the laptop away, but it was too late. The screen went dark, as the laptop fell to the floor. He held up the chewed cord, glaring at Joey, who looked up with a wag of his tail, oblivious to the havoc he had caused.

Jim’s frustration boiled over. “You stupid dog! Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” he yelled, his voice echoing through the quiet house. Joey just sat there, panting happily, completely unfazed by Jim’s anger.

Lily appeared in the doorway, rubbing her eyes. “What’s going on, Jim?” she asked, her voice thick with sleep.

“Look at this! He chewed up my laptop charger! I can’t believe this,” Jim fumed, holding up the ruined cord as evidence.

Lily stifled a laugh, but her amusement was evident. “Oh, Joey, you naughty boy. Jim, it’s just a charger. We can get a new one,” she said, still chuckling as she stepped into the room.

Jim’s anger intensified at her nonchalant attitude. “You think this is funny? I was in the middle of something important, and now it’s ruined!” he snapped, his face flushed with fury.

Lily’s expression softened as she realized the depth of his frustration. “I’m sorry, Jim. I didn’t mean to laugh. I’ll order you a new charger tomorrow, okay?” she offered, trying to placate him.

But her apology did little to soothe his anger.

He felt increasingly isolated and misunderstood. She had no idea what he had been doing, the secret he was hiding. Her laughter felt like a dismissal of his feelings, a confirmation that she didn’t understand him at all.

Jim threw the chewed cord onto the floor, his shoulders sagging in defeat. “Fine. Whatever. Just get him away from me,” he muttered, turning away from Lily and Joey.

He felt the weight of his frustration pressing down on him, making it hard to breathe.

Lily knelt down and petted Joey, her voice gentle and soothing. “Come on, Joey. Let’s go back to bed,” she said, leading the dog out of the room. She glanced back at Jim, a look of concern on her face. “We’ll sort this out in the morning, Jim. Try to get some sleep,” she said softly.

Jim didn’t respond. He just stood there, staring at the dark screen of his laptop, feeling the sting of his isolation. The tension between him and Lily was palpable, and Joey’s presence only made it worse.

He felt trapped in a cycle of anger and frustration, with no end in sight. First Jason, now Joey. Why can’t I cut a break?

As he lay in bed that night, unable to sleep, Jim’s mind churned with thoughts of revenge. Joey had disrupted his life in more ways than one, and he couldn’t take it anymore.

Something had to change, and soon. The sense of helplessness was infuriating, making his desire to rid himself of Joey all the more intense.

Jim knew it was only a matter of time before something or someone snapped.

It would likely be him.

Jim sat in the darkened living room, the broken laptop charger lying uselessly on the floor. The house was silent except for the distant hum of the refrigerator and the occasional creak of the floorboards. Joey’s latest act of destruction had pushed him to the edge. He could feel his anger simmering, a constant, gnawing presence that wouldn’t let him rest.

He had tried to be patient. He had tried to see things from Lily’s perspective, to laugh off Joey’s antics as just the behavior of a mischievous dog. But this was too much.

Every day brought a new offense, and with each one, Jim felt more disrespected and marginalized.

Joey had peed in his shoes, destroyed his garden, chewed up his secret book, and now, ruined his laptop charger. It was as if the dog was deliberately undermining him, challenging his place in the household.

Jim’s thoughts grew darker as he stared at the shadows cast by the dim light of the hallway. He had tried to be understanding, but Joey had crossed the line one too many times. He couldn’t live like this, constantly on edge, waiting for the next disaster. Something had to be done.

A grim determination settled over him. He had had enough. He decided then and there that he would get rid of Joey, once and for all. The thought brought him a twisted sense of relief, a glimmer of hope in the oppressive darkness.

Jim began to plan. He knew it wouldn’t be easy.

He couldn’t just abandon the dog without raising suspicion. Lily was too attached to Joey, and any sudden disappearance would lead to questions he wasn’t prepared to answer.

No, he had to be smart about this. He had to make sure that when Joey was gone, no one would suspect a thing. Dropping the dog off hadn’t done the trick. Maybe he should just shoot him.

His mind raced with possibilities. He could take Joey far out of town, to a place where the dog wouldn’t be able to find his way back.

He could make it look like an accident, perhaps a tragic encounter with a passing car. The more he thought about it, the more his plan solidified.

He would have to be careful, meticulous. Every detail had to be perfect. He couldn’t afford to make any mistakes. He would wait for the right moment, bide his time until he could put his plan into action without raising any alarms.

Jim’s eyes narrowed as he stared into the dark. He felt a cold, hard resolve settle in his chest. Joey had made his life a living hell, and now it was time for him to pay the price. Jim would get rid of the dog, and then, maybe, things would go back to normal. Maybe, without Joey, he could finally find some peace.

As he lay in bed that night, his mind whirring with his dark plans, he felt a strange sense of calm. The decision had been made. The course was set. Joey’s days were numbered, and Jim felt a grim satisfaction in knowing that soon, the dog would be gone for good.

The tension between him and Joey had reached its peak. Jim’s quiet vow of revenge marked a turning point. He knew it was only a matter of time before he put his plan into motion.

The house lay silent, but beneath the surface, a storm was brewing, and Jim was ready to unleash it.

​*****
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The house was eerily quiet. The soft hum of the refrigerator and the distant tick of the wall clock were the only sounds that accompanied the darkened rooms.

Lily had left early that morning for a business trip, leaving Jim alone with Joey. She’d been gone quite a bit lately which irritated Jim. Lily refused to quit working and allow him to take care of her. When he suggested it initially, she’d practically laughed in his face.

“After all the student loans and the endless years of studying, no thanks. Listen, I appreciate that you want to help out, to protect me, but I’m okay. Really. Financially, anyway.”

So his money couldn’t bribe her to stay home. Strange. Any other woman would have jumped at the chance to be taken care by a handsome, rich man. At least, that’s how he thought of himself.

As he lay in bed, the events of the past few days replayed in his mind. He couldn’t shake the feeling of tension that hung over him, like a storm waiting to break.

Sleep came reluctantly, dragging Jim into a restless slumber filled with dark, twisted dreams. In the dream, Jim found himself in a vast corn maze, the stalks towering above him, their rustling leaves whispering secrets in an unseen wind. The sky was a sickly, unnatural green, casting an eerie glow over the labyrinthine paths.

In the distance, he could hear something—something moving quickly towards him. Panic surged through him, triggering his fight or flight instinct.

Jim chose flight, running through the maze with desperation clawing at his chest. The towering corn stalks hemmed him in, their rustling sounds amplifying his terror. He couldn't see an escape; the paths twisted and turned, each corner looking the same.

Footsteps echoed behind him, heavy and relentless, growing closer with each passing second. The sound was monstrous, a dread-filled rhythm that matched the pounding of his heart. He turned a corner sharply and stumbled, barely catching himself. As he righted himself, he came face-to-face with a shadowy figure—a Shadow Man. The figure stood motionless, its form a dark void that seemed to absorb all light. It had no features, no face—just an imposing, malevolent presence that radiated pure terror.

Jim's breath caught in his throat as the Shadow Man extended a hand towards him, its fingers long and skeletal.

The air around him grew colder, and an overwhelming sense of dread washed over him. He tried to scream, but no sound came out. The Shadow Man's grip tightened around his mind, pulling him deeper into the nightmare.

The figure had no discernible features, just a dark silhouette that seemed to absorb the light around it. Jim’s heart pounded in his chest as he managed to break free.

The figure reached out again, its shadowy hand stretching towards him. He turned to run, but the maze twisted and turned, the paths closing in around him.

The Shadow Man was relentless, always just a step behind him. Jim could hear whispering around him, men and women, talking, whispering, cursing.

Yes, they hated him.

Jim’s breath came in ragged gasps as he continued to sprint through the maze, the feeling of dread growing with every step. He could feel the Shadow Man’s presence, cold and suffocating, pressing in on him.

Oh no! He’s caught up with me again!

Just as the shadowy hand brushed against his shoulder, Jim woke up with a scream, his heart racing, sweat pouring down his face.

He sat up in bed, gasping for breath, trying to shake off the remnants of the nightmare. His eyes adjusted to the dim light, and he saw the dog sitting in the open doorway, watching him with those unsettling eyes.

The dog’s gaze was intense, almost accusing, and Jim felt a shiver run down his spine. Jim imagined he could see a smile on the dog’s face in the dim light.

“What are you looking at?” he muttered, wiping the sweat from his brow. Joey didn’t move, just continued to stare, as if he knew something Jim didn’t. He threw a random throw pillow at the canine who watched it fall to the ground beside him. The dog appeared nonplussed by his threats.

Jim took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart. This was his chance.

With Lily out of town, he had the perfect opportunity to execute his plan and get rid of Joey for good. The thought brought a twisted sense of relief and determination.

He couldn’t live like this anymore, constantly on edge, waiting for the next disaster. Joey had to go.

He got out of bed, moving quietly so as not to wake the dog. As he dressed, he felt a strange sensation, as if he were being watched. He glanced around the room, and out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw the Shadow Man standing in the hallway.

Get it together man. It was just a dream.

His heart skipped a beat, but when he looked again, there was nothing there. Just shadows and the play of light on the walls.
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