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Chapter 1



People were dying all around me.

Dale would still be alive if he hadn't met me. So would his girlfriend, Tammy.

Alex, the crime lord of all beggars in Columbus, ceased to exist because of me. Assuming Alex had departed. I didn’t know.

Sammie perished by her own choice. I had no part in that.

I had a sinister business partner, Dagger. If I ended our partnership, I'd have to work with another evil man. Sheena, my ghost or spirit guide, said once I finished my spiritual lesson with Dagger, then I'd be free.

I was in control of Dagger's enterprises because of my PEEL business, but I let him think he was in charge.

If Alex was no longer alive, it’s because Dagger killed him. Or hired an assassin to kill him?

I'm the one that set Dagger onto Alex. I didn't expect Dagger to have him killed. If he did. I merely wished for Alex to release our salespeople from bondage.

I didn't intend for Dale to die. We both were business partners with Dagger, and in his mind I was his business rival. But despite my pleas with him, his disembodied spirit would attack me and my family while he slept. Sheena taught me to use the violet egg to protect my family. When Dale refused to make peace with me, the violet egg returned Dale’s evil energy back to him. Because of that, he and his girlfriend died.

Ironically, Dale’s last words to me before he died were that I was his best friend.

From the grave, Sammie told me that my wife, Candy, was cheating on me. I had already suspected it.

Candy was unraveling emotionally, and mentally, to the point she put me in the hospital.

The feeling of remorse for the deaths, and the heartbreak of betrayal, was overwhelming. Yet amidst the turmoil, Sheena’s presence was a beacon. She guided me through the chaotic whirlwind of my life.

I stood at the edge of understanding, peering into the depths of my soul. It was a decisive moment of change in my journey.

In my dreams, in the night, and deep within me, I could feel that major changes and events were coming.

Major.


Chapter 2



The sky was a bright and clear blue, like the color of my daughter Sapphire’s eyes. I was sitting on the patio, facing east, enjoying the view of the horizon. There was a gentle breeze that rustled the trees. I couldn’t help but smile, watching my children, Colin and Sapphire, play on the swing set. The chains squeaked slightly as they swung back and forth. It was one of those perfect moments that I wished could last forever.

My phone buzzed on the table next to me, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“It’s Dee,” Sheena said.

Taking a deep breath, I answered, “Hello Dee.”

There was a pause. “How did you know it was me?” Dee asked.

“A little birdie told me,” I said. I hoped Sheena didn’t mind me calling her a birdie.

“What can I do for you?” I asked. I watched as Sapphire tried to push Colin higher on the swing.

“Well,” she said. She paused. “I was thinking, how about I buy you dinner tonight?”

I blinked in surprise. Dinner? With Dee? We'd always kept our interactions strictly professional. This was... unexpected. “Dinner?” I asked. “That’s kind of you, Dee, but why?”

“I wanted to talk business with you. I thought it’d be a more relaxed setting.”

“Dagger won’t be there, will he?” I asked. Dagger’s booming voice and thunderous presence would disturb the restaurant. I’d prefer not to have that embarrassment. Again.

“No,” Dee said. “He doesn’t know I’m coming to town. I wanted to speak with you alone.”

A chill went down my spine. Something was going on.

“All right, Dee,” I said. “Let’s meet at Mitchell’s Steakhouse then. Say, 7:00 PM?”

“That works for me,” she said.

“Just one question before we meet up. What’s this meeting about?” I asked.

Dee paused for a moment before answering. “I’d rather discuss it face-to-face, Tim. It’s something I believe is best shared in person.”

“All right then. I’ll see you at 7:00.”

After hanging up, I spent the rest of the afternoon with Colin and Sapphire, pushing them on the swings, laughing, and trying to keep my mind off the upcoming meeting.


Chapter 3



By the time evening rolled around, I stood outside Mitchell’s Steakhouse. The glow from the inside lights felt warm and welcoming. I took a deep breath and entered. Dee was already there, seated at a booth. She wore a crisp business suit, looking every bit the professional I knew her to be. A wave of relief washed over me. This was indeed a business meeting, nothing more.

“Tim,” Dee said. She stood as I approached. I smiled and shook her hand.

Sitting across from Dee in the dimly lit ambiance of Mitchell’s Steakhouse, I tried to ease into the conversation. “Thanks for inviting me, Dee. It’s been a while since I’ve been here. Have you been here before?”

Dee looked up from the menu, her eyes momentarily distracted by the vast array of dishes. “Once or twice,” she said. “Their steaks are quite good.”

“Yes, they’re the best. How’s business been lately?”

“It’s been steady, Tim. The competition is constant due to new products.

Like mine, I thought.

I nodded. “Business can be a challenge. But I love your lightbulbs. Speaking of which, Sapphire drew a picture of one of your lightbulbs for her school project the other day. She drew hair and eyes on it.”

Dee laughed. “That’s adorable.”

We continued with casual chitchat for a while. Dee talked about a recent trip she took, and I shared some funny stories about Colin and Sapphire. As time ticked on, I sensed Dee’s preparation for a more serious matter.

Dee put down her drink and leaned forward. “Tim,” she said, “I wanted to meet tonight to discuss something important. Your purchases of my lightbulbs have been decreasing lately. I remember a time when you and Dagger were our top buyers. What changed? Why the decline in lightbulb sales?”

I paused, collecting my thoughts. It was crucial to tread carefully here. “Dee, first, I want to say that your lightbulbs are top-notch. Quality has never been an issue.”

Dee smiled faintly.

“The thing is,” I said, “with introducing the PEEL products, the demand has shifted. Our customers love them. It’s not that your lightbulbs are any less, it’s that the demand for PEEL products is high right now.”

That, plus I lead with the PEEL products in the sales pitch instead of lightbulbs, I thought. And why wouldn’t I? I make five times as much money and it gives me control over Dagger.

Dee looked down, her fingers playing with the rim of her glass. “I understand the market, Tim. Is there anything we could do? Some way to boost the sales again?”

I sighed. “Dee, I wish I had a solution. I’m unsure how to boost lightbulb sales. They’re a great product, but right now, our customers want the PEEL products.”

She nodded and looked at the piano player. We both sat in silence for a few moments.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. “Dee,” I said. I watched her facial expressions. “How about a different approach? I’m thinking out loud here, but what if you represented our PEEL products to your other customers?”

Dee’s eyes widened. “Your PEEL products?”

I nodded. “Yes. I know for a fact that you sell to telemarketing businesses in Colorado. I used to work there for Dagger and Harley before I moved with them to Ohio.”

"Oh yes, Harley," Dee said. Her eyebrows drew together, creating wrinkles in her forehead. "Have you heard from him?"

I shook my head and look at the table. "I haven't heard from him in years. Last I saw him, he said there was a contract out to kill him. He was going to find out who it was. He was supposed to call me to let me know he was safe, but I've never heard from him."

The corners of Dee's mouth turned down. "Do you think he's dead?"

"I know he promised to call me and never did. He must be dead. I don't think he'd let me worry for years," I said.

We both sat silently, listening to the piano player. As if it was a respectful moment of silence for Harley.

"Anyway," Dee said. She cleared her throat and wiped a tear away from her eye. "I do supply to Colorado." She sat up straighter and focused on me. “But not only Colorado. I also supply lightbulbs to telemarketing businesses in California, Florida, and Texas.”

“That’s fantastic. Dee, I can offer you a lucrative deal. We can introduce the PEEL products to all of your clients.”

She took a moment, considering the proposal. “This is unexpected, Tim,” she said. She tapped her fingers on the table. “But I’m listening.”

“I can offer you a competitive wholesale price. That way, when you sell the PEEL products to the telemarketing businesses, there’s ample room for profit. It would supplement the sales from the lightbulbs. It would more than cover the sales drop in our states.”

Dee’s eyes studied me for a long moment. “How would the logistics work? Would I be storing the products, or would you handle the shipping directly to the businesses?”

“We can arrange direct shipping,” I said, “or if you prefer to handle the distribution, we can factor that in as well. I’m open to suggestions.”

She nodded slowly, processing the information. “How will the support and training work? My clients need sales training.”

“I have a team ready for training and support,” I said. Although my team, Steve and Crystal, didn’t know about it yet. “Two of my top salespeople who are also top sales managers would fly out to train your salespeople.” Hmm. I’d have to pay for two seats for Steve. Cheaper to buy them a car.

She seemed to consider this; her gaze was distant. “What about returns or defective products?”

I nodded. “I’ll replace any defective product at no additional cost. I’ll take good care of your clients.”

Dee leaned back in her chair with her lips pursed and looking at the piano player again. She had a reputation for being meticulous in her decisions. But I wanted a decision immediately.

It felt like hours, but in reality, it was probably only a few minutes before Dee finally broke the silence. “Tim, I need some time to think.”

OK, I need to light a fire under her butt; I thought.


Chapter 4



“Speaking of Texas, Dee,” I leaned forward, “just last week, I received a call from a telemarketing business there. The man is going to buy my PEEL products at wholesale.”

Dee’s eyebrows raised. “Oh? Who was it?”

“A man named Dennis Whittle. He mentioned that one of my former salespeople from Ohio, who'd moved to Texas, had told him about the success of our PEEL products. It seems the word is spreading.”

Dee’s eyes widened. “Dennis? Dennis is one of my clients in Texas. He buys a lot of lightbulbs from me.”

This was what I was waiting for, the perfect segue to cement the deal. “See, Dee?” I asked. “The demand is there. What if we collaborate? I can offer you the PEEL products at 40% off the wholesale price.”

Dee frowned and leaned back, looking up. “And I’ll give you my word, Dee. I won’t sell directly to any of your current lightbulb clients, excluding myself and Dagger.”

She inhaled and held her breath, drumming her fingers on the table. “Tim, that’s... that’s an incredibly generous offer.”

“Even though I already got Dennis’s account, I’ll hand that over to you. Dee. I think this could be a turning point for both our businesses.”

Dee paused, glancing out the window. “Dennis, being interested makes a difference,” she said. She looked back at me. “And the terms you’re offering are interesting. I must admit, this isn't at all how I envisioned our dinner going.”

I gave her a reassuring smile. “Sometimes, the best deals come from unexpected conversations. This partnership can benefit both of us.”

Dee’s eyes moved from the window to the piano player, then back to the window.

I said, “It’s only a matter of time until the word spreads about PEEL to all your wholesale customers. You should get a share of the profits, right?”

She pressed her lips together, taking another moment to consider the offer. “Tim, this is a lot to digest. Your offer is beyond generous, and the opportunity is clear. I need time to weigh my options."

“Dee, what's there to think about? Is there something I haven’t explained?”

“No,” Dee said. She shook her head.

“Then let’s make this deal.” I stuck my hand out to her. Dee smiled and reciprocated. I had a new business partner.

As our dinner arrived, the aroma from the perfectly grilled steaks filled the air. We shared a bottle of deep red wine that paired excellently with our meals. The atmosphere at Mitchell’s Steakhouse was warm and the soft background music added to our comfort. Dee and I transitioned from our intense business discussions to light chatting. We talked about vacations, movies, and shared funny stories from our time in telemarketing.

After about 20 minutes, I finally brought up a subject on my mind. “Dee,” I said. I swirled the wine in my glass. “Have you thought about if you’ll tell Dagger about our new business arrangement?”

She paused for a moment, taking a sip of her wine. Her eyes seemed distant. “Tim, I’m torn. Dagger can be controlling. If he finds out, he’ll want a piece of our deal. But if I keep this from him and he discovers it, I might lose him as a light bulb customer. It’s a tricky situation.”

I nodded, understanding her dilemma. For a few minutes, we listened to the soft clinks of cutlery and distant murmurs from other diners.

“How about this, Dee?” I leaned forward. “I could offer Dagger 25 cents from every product sold. It would appeal to his oversized ego. We both know how Dagger sees himself—as some sort of kingpin. He’d love the idea of ‘tributes’ coming in from all those states.”

Dee raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“Since Dagger began his telemarketing career in California, he’ll be excited to earn a share of their profits. The narrative we present is simple: Because of our new partnership and his previous influence, he’ll now benefit from sales across the country. To offset the discount, can I increase the wholesale price to you by 25 cents?”

Dee pondered the idea, slowly nodding. “That... might just work, Tim. It satisfies Dagger’s ego, ensures he feels a part of the entire enterprise, and doesn’t strain our new partnership.”

“Yes, that’s the idea,” I said.

She looked at me and smiled. “You have an uncanny knack for handling Dagger. It’s truly impressive.”

I chuckled. “Years of working with him have taught me how to navigate his personality.”

She raised her glass. “To new beginnings and a promising partnership.”

We clinked our glasses together, sealing our newfound alliance.


Chapter 5



The next day after meeting Dee, I'd arrived at Dagger’s house for Tuesday’s closeout. The wind whipped around me, making the trees sway and the clouds race after each other. It looked like it could rain, but it didn’t. I tightened my jacket and knocked on the door. Rita let me in and I went upstairs to Dagger’s office.

Inside, Dagger was sitting at his desk, looking at some papers. He looked up when I entered. “Hey, Timmy! Good to see you.”

“Morning, Dagger,” I said. I set the closeout papers on his desk. “It’s quite windy out there.”

Dagger glanced at the window, but said nothing.

“Hey, I’ve got some good news,” I said.

Dagger’s eyebrows raised. “Oh? What is it?”

I grinned. “You’re going to receive tributes from PEEL products sold in Colorado, California, Florida, and Texas.”

Dagger’s face flashed raised eyebrows and wide eyes for a split second. Then he frowned. “What? How?”

I took a deep breath. “Well, Dee and I had a conversation. She’s seen the potential of PEEL products and, well, we’ve struck a deal.”

Dagger’s eyebrows shot up. “A deal?”

I nodded. “Yes, Dagger. Dee has agreed to distribute PEEL products to all the telemarketing companies she works with.”

Dagger seemed to absorb the information as he squinted. “And what does this mean for me?”

Yesterday I'd rehearsed these words. “Dee and I, we both recognize the work you’ve put in, especially here in Ohio. You were quick to see the potential in PEEL products and buy them wholesale. You pioneered our brand in this state, laying down a foundation for its success.”

I paused to let the information sink in before delivering the crucial part. “Because of your vision and your belief in PEEL, Dee and I believe you should get a tribute on every PEEL product sold in those other states.”

Dagger leaned back, a glint in his eyes. “Is this like my kickback?”

“It’s similar, yes. But think of it as less than a kickback and more of ... a payment of respect.”

Dagger frowned and held his pencil with both hands. “Respect?”

“It’s simple, Dagger,” I said. I remembered the words I kept repeating in the car as I drove up to Dagger’s that day. I needed to appeal to his overblown ego. “You’ve made PEEL what it is today, at least here in Ohio. Your early support of our products was a boost. This tribute? It’s not only about money. It’s an acknowledgment from those states of your pioneering vision. Dee and I both felt that someone with your influence deserves recognition. When PEEL products sell in Colorado, California, Florida, and Texas, they’re not only buying a product. They’re showing respect to the man who helped make it all possible.”

I paused, letting the words hang in the air. Dagger appeared deep in thought, possibly flattered or trying to fully comprehend the deal.

“So,” he said slowly, “it’s not only about the money. It’s about giving me the respect I deserve?”

I nodded. “Exactly, Dagger.”

Dagger seemed to take a moment, processing everything I’d laid out. The room was silent. After what felt like an eternity, a slow smile spread across Dagger’s face. His ego clearly touched.

“Respect,” he murmured, savoring the word. “I like the sound of that.”

Dagger leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “So, how much is this respect?”

I hesitated. “It’s 25 cents per product sold, Dagger.”

His brows furrowed. “That’s it? 25 cents? That’s not enough respect. I should get at least a dollar.”

My heart raced. Who negotiates respect offered to them? I thought. “Dagger, a dollar would break me. The margins on PEEL products are small. I can barely afford the 25 cents as it is.”

Actually, I have huge profit margins; I thought. But that’s none of your business.

He looked at me, his eyes squinting, his jaw clenched. “Then maybe you don’t respect me as much as you claim.”

I felt a knot in my stomach. This wasn’t going the way I’d hoped. The room became tense; the silence amplifying the soft hum of the air conditioner. I needed to find a middle ground, something that would be agreeable to Dagger but wouldn’t sink my business.


Chapter 6



Finally, I took a deep breath. “Okay, Dagger, what if we do 35 cents? It’s more than the original offer, and it translates to about one percent of the gross sales. You’ll be getting one percent from four states. Think about that for a second. You won’t have to lift a finger, invest a dime, or make a single sales pitch.

All you have to do is... well, nothing. Sit back and be respected.

Dagger seemed to ponder this for a moment, his fingers drumming on the wooden surface of his desk. “One percent,” he murmured, echoing my words. “One percent from four big states. Sounds tempting, but it’s still not a dollar.”

“Dagger,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “Think about the volume of sales. Think about the numbers. With the volume Dee is projecting, even at 35 cents a pop, it adds up. The overall earnings would be significant, even if not a dollar per product.” He continued to frown. I could practically see the wheels turning in his head, weighing the pros and cons of the deal.

“It’s a good deal, Dagger. An excellent deal. Consider this: you began as a telemarketer in California. Now all of California is paying you tribute. No other telemarketer has achieved that.”

He said nothing for a few long moments, his gaze fixed on a point somewhere beyond me. I could feel my hopes rising and falling with each passing second.

And then Dagger leaned back in his chair, his expression unreadable. He didn’t say a word, but his posture told me everything. The negotiation was far from over.

Dagger’s voice, strong and confident, cut through the silence. “Fifty cents. That’s my final offer.”

I blinked, taken aback by the sudden demand. Fifty cents was a lot. Dagger surprised me. This was like offering someone a free piece of pie, but they refused to take it unless you gave them two pieces of free pie.

Taking a moment to collect my thoughts, I weighed the options in my mind. Dee had agreed to pitch in 25 cents, and this meant I’d have to cover the remaining 25 cents out of my pocket. It was a significant bump up from my initial offer, and it stung.

Then I considered the bigger picture. The potential sales volume from Colorado, California, Florida, and Texas was massive. Yes, the per-product cost was higher now, but the potential returns... they were colossal.

Looking at Dagger, I could see he sensed my hesitation, but he also looked certain that his demand was fair, in his eyes at least.

I exhaled. “All right, Dagger, fifty cents it is.”

A slow smile spread across Dagger’s face. “I knew you’d see it my way, Timmy.”

We both rose from our chairs, and our hands met in a firm shake, sealing the deal. Deep down, I knew that the price was worth it.

Neither Dagger nor Dee knew about my profits from each sale or my connections with other telemarketing companies. Even with the increased tribute to Dagger, the profits promised to be enormous.

Walking out of Dagger’s office, the wind howled and tugged at my jacket, and the sky looked even more threatening. But I was warmed with a surge of optimism.

After I spent the evening with my family, I fell asleep in our bed.


Chapter 7



Perched atop a weathered barn, Sheena and I sit side by side, our legs dangling over the edge. The view from up here is magnificent: fields of green stretching out below us and a vast blue sky overhead. However, a storm looms on the horizon. Its dark clouds churn ominously, but there’s a brightness to the day that seems to push against it.

“Is that the death storm, Sheena?” I ask. I nod toward the distant storm.

Sheena turns her gaze to the storm, her dark eyes reflecting the far-off lightning. “Yes,” she says, “But can’t you see? It’s fading. It’s almost gone.”

I exhale a deep breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “Why did it take so long to disappear?”

Sheena pauses for a moment. “Death storms are unpredictable, Tim. They come and go, often, it seems, without reason. But...” She hesitates, looking thoughtful. “I've told you I believe Dale was fueling this one. Dale carried a lot of darkness within him, and the storm fed on it. But now that Dale has passed on, the storm is losing its strength.”

“You previously mentioned the storm’s energy source is people,” I say.

“Yes, that's what I believe. But it seems Dale was the biggest contributor. Everything has energy, Tim,” Sheena says. “Good or bad, it all contributes. Dale’s negativity was strong, but now that he’s gone, the balance is shifting.”

We sit in silence for a while, watching as the storm continues to dissipate. The wind picks up, rustling the fields below and playing with Sheena’s long hair.

“So, things will get better now?” I ask.

Sheena smiles, her face radiant in the light of the setting sun. “It’s a start, Timothy Tibb. But remember, it’s not only about the absence of negative energy. You must fill the space with positivity.”

Sheena called me Timothy Tibb so I'd know which reality I was in. The other reality I'm Tim Drobnick. I sometimes can’t tell the difference between the two realities.

I nod. “So, by being kind, by spreading love and joy, we can prevent another death storm?”

Sheena leans in. “Exactly,” she says. “Every good deed, every kind word, it all counts. It’s up to you, Timothy, and everyone else to fill the world with light.”

I smile, feeling a warmth spreading through me. “Thank you, Sheena, for always guiding me.”

Sheena reaches out, taking my hand in hers. “It’s my pleasure, Timothy,” she says. “Now, let’s fly.”

With that, we launch ourselves into the air; the wind rushing past us as we soar high above the fields. The storm continues to fade, replaced by a clear blue sky. And as we fly, I feel peace.


Chapter 8



It was a sunny afternoon when I made a surprise visit to the Newark, Ohio, office. The second I walked through the door, I saw the familiar smiles of Steve and Crystal.

“Tim! What brings you here?” Crystal asked. She stood and gave me a hug.

“I came to check on you.” I grinned at them.

Steve approached, shaking my hand. “It’s always great to see you, Tim.”

“Thanks, Steve. Listen, I have something to discuss. Can we step outside for a moment?”

They exchanged glances, but nodded. We made our way to the office’s parking lot, where the gentle hum of passing cars and chirping birds set the background.

I took a deep breath. “How would you both feel about a paid vacation?”

Steve’s eyes widened, and Crystal frowned. “Really, Tim? A vacation?” she asked.

“Well, yes, and no. I got deals with telemarketing businesses in Florida, California, Colorado, and Texas. They’re all going to sell PEEL products. But they’ll need some training first.”

Steve’s eyebrows shot up. “So, you want us to train them?”

“Exactly. I’ll buy you a car, which you can keep after everything is done. All hotel, gas, and restaurant expenses will be on me. Plus, you’ll get $500 a week. Think of it as a working vacation.”

Crystal’s eyes widened, matching her smile. “That sounds amazing, Tim. Are you sure about this?”

I nodded. “Absolutely. You both have been with me since the beginning. I trust you both to represent PEEL.”

Steve clapped me on the back. “We’re in, Tim. Sounds like an adventure.”

I exhaled and relaxed my shoulders. “I’m so glad to hear that. Is there someone available to handle the office while you’re traveling?”

Crystal and Steve exchanged glances. “Yes,” Steve said. “Our top salesperson, Anita. She’s more than capable of holding the fort.”

“That’s great,” I said. “When can you start?”

Steve and Crystal looked at each other, smiles playing on their lips. “How about next week?” Crystal asked.

“Perfect,” I said. “Let’s make this happen.”


Chapter 9



When I pulled into the driveway, the front door swung open, and two eager little faces appeared. Colin, with his mop of blonde hair, and Sapphire, with her big blue eyes, ran toward me, shouting, “Daddy’s home!”

I bent down and picked them both up in a big bear hug, their laughter filling the air. The warmth of home relieved the day's stress.

“Missed you, kiddos.” I said. I planted a kiss on each of their foreheads.

Sapphire giggled.

Just then, the sweet smell of dinner wafted from inside, and Candy appeared in the doorway, holding our youngest, Avery, in her arms. Candy had a strong appearance from her childhood on a Wyoming farm. When I met her, she was a barrel racer in the Cheyenne, Rodeo.

She raised an eyebrow as she looked at me. “Why’re you grinning like that, Tim?”

Placing Colin and Sapphire down, but keeping them close, I smiled. “I’ve got some good news, honey.”

Candy’s eyes glinted with curiosity. “Well, spill it then.”

“I’ve expanded PEEL into four more states.”

She paused, thinking it over, while the kids danced around, not fully grasping what it meant but happy that Daddy was happy. Holding Avery tighter, Candy asked, “Does that mean... are we rich yet?”

The hunger in her voice was unmistakable. Ever since we got married, Candy had been fixated on striking it rich. We both had big dreams, but Candy’s were grander, filled with visions of lavish homes and extravagant vacations. I wanted financial stability and a modest home.

I hesitated for a moment, thinking of how to answer her. As Candy’s gaze bore into mine, searching for the truth, I felt a twinge of guilt. We'd been married for 12 years. Eventually, I had to trust her with the truth.

I took a breath and was open with her. “Candy,” I said, “you remember all those times we dreamed of making it big? Well, it’s happening. We’ve hit the jackpot with PEEL.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you saying...?”

I nodded, unable to suppress my grin. “Yes. We’re rich now.”

For a moment, Candy looked stunned. Then a big smile spread across her face. Kind of a scary smile.


Chapter 10



The sun streamed through the lace curtains, illuminating the kitchen where I was making a cup of tea. The scent of chamomile wafted in the air when the ringing of the phone cut through the quiet atmosphere.

“Hello?” I answered.

“Hey, Tim. It’s Shirley,” the voice on the other end chirped. “I was telling my friends about Candy’s amazing psychic abilities and they’re interested. We’re thinking of coming over tonight for a group reading. How much does she charge?”

My heart skipped a beat. They actually believed in Candy’s readings? “Uh, um, I... I’m not sure,” I said. “Hold on, let me go get Candy.”

Setting the phone down on the kitchen counter, I found Candy in the living room. “It’s Shirley,” I said. I handed her the phone.

Candy’s voice went to a higher pitch. “Shirley! How are you? Oh, for a group reading? That’d be $30 per person. Does that sound good?”

There was a brief pause, and then Candy hung up the phone. She looked at me with a big smile. I looked straight at Candy, a knot tightening in my stomach.

“Candy, are you charging people for your readings?”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Yes. Why shouldn’t I? People are willing to pay.”

“Because it’s a hoax, Candy. I taught you the Rainbow Ruse to entertain your friends. It’s not some genuine psychic revelation. It’s plain wrong to accept money for a ruse we both know isn’t true.”

Her face turned a shade of red I’d seen only in her most furious moments. “You think you always have the answers, don’t you? Yes, you taught me about the Rainbow Ruse, but I told you, I discovered I truly have a gift. I’m actually psychic.”

My mind raced, trying to grasp her words. “Candy, listen. When it was all in fun, I didn’t make a fuss. But this is about ethics. Charging people for this? It’s deceptive.”

She looked like she was ready to explode. “I thought you of all people would get it, Tim. It’s not only the money. It’s me finding something I’m good at, something meaningful.”

“But it’s based on deceit,” I said. “If you truly believe in your ‘gift’, then prove it without resorting to tricks.”

Her eyes squinted. “Why should I prove anything to you?”

Taking a deep breath, I tried to steady my racing heart. “I love you, Candy. But I can’t watch you do this. It’s wrong.”

She squared up to me, every inch the strong-willed woman I’d married, but now it felt like she was a stranger. “You’re going to stop me?”

“If I must,” I said. “I can’t let you manipulate others this way.”

Her face was inches from mine. She poked my chest with her index finger. “You don’t get to dictate what I do. This is my life, my choice.”

Flashes of the anger I often saw from Dagger reflected in Candy’s eyes. Candy was turning into a monster.


Chapter 11



The sun set as I leaned against the kitchen counter the next evening. Candy was preparing dinner. Collin and Sapphire were playing with toy cars on the living room carpet, their laughter blending with the cooing of Avery.

“I’ve been wondering, now that we’re rich, I think I need a new car,” Candy said.

“But you already have the Ford minivan. It’s brand new,” I said.

She turned and frowned at me. “I don’t want the van, Tim. I want something...I don’t know…I’m tired of feeling like a mom. When I drive, I want to feel alive.”

Raising an eyebrow in response, I said, “Our priority is keeping our children safe. That van is the best option for them on the road.”

Candy’s jaw hardened, and her lip protruded. “I drove tractors and trucks in Wyoming. I know what’s safe to drive.”

“It’s not only that, Candy. We need a van with lots of space to fit the family.”

Candy crossed her arms. “You always seem to have an answer, don’t you?”

“Candy, there must be something bothering you.”

She waved toward the driveway. “It’s about the car, Tim. Why can’t you simply listen to me for once?”

Collin and Sapphire paused their activities, staring at us wide eyed. Sapphire had her hands over her ears. Elena stood quietly watching us, lines forming between her eyebrows. Her eyes darted between me and Candy.

Taking a breath to diffuse the tension, I looked at Candy. “Candy I’m listening. We also need to consider practicality. Plus, I can’t afford a new car right now. I just paid for the one we have.”

“I couldn’t care less about practicality, or your damned budget,” she said. She snatched a coffee mug from the counter and flung it toward my head. Instinctively, I dodged, feeling the rush of air as the cup narrowly missed my head. It crashed against the wall, then fell to the ground, shattering into pieces.

A heavy silence engulfed the room, broken by Avery’s sudden cries coming from the playpen. My heart raced as I remembered the last time she injured me. Without uttering another word, I turned on my heels and ran out the door.

Outside, the faint scent of mowed lawns lingered in the air, creating a contrast to the tension I had escaped. For a moment, I hesitated—torn between distancing myself from Candy and ensuring our children’s safety.

I approached the window and peered through its pane. Collin’s wide blue eyes met mine; he'd entangled his fingers in his shirt fabric. Sapphire tightly clutched her beloved teddy bear to her chest; its worn out fur spoke volumes about how it had offered her solace.

Elena moved swiftly and quietly, gathering the pieces of the coffee cup, her hands trembling, and her eyes narrow. She was probably contemplating how to intervene without escalating things.

Candy was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, her face contorted from anger. Even her flowing blonde hair seemed charged with anger.

A gentle whimper came from Avery in the playpen. My heart tightened. The noise had frightened him.

From where I stood, I observed with my jaw clenched and my fingers tightly gripping the windowsill, feeling its coldness seep into my skin. The world outside remained serene; crickets chirping and distant evening traffic hummed in a manner against the silent drama taking place in my home.

I knew I had to confront the situation directly, to calm the children.


Chapter 12



Iwas relieved when I found the patio’s back door unlocked. As I closed the door behind me, the familiar scent of our home filled my senses. Taking in a breath, I braced myself for what was to come. “Candy,” I said, “can we talk about this?”

Candy narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. “You think you can run away?” Her voice bounced off the walls while the sounds of our children crying added to the tension.

Before I could respond, she grabbed another mug. My heart jumpstarted my feet, propelling me to escape through the door, feeling the cool evening breeze against my face as it shut firmly behind me.

Standing in the yard, my heart pounded in my chest with one recurring thought; the kids, the kids, the kids.

For the kid’s sake, I needed to calm her down. A specific memory came rushing back—I recalled Officers Reyes and Mitchell advising me to reach out if I ever needed help. Considering Candy’s state of mind, involving the police would only exacerbate things. No, there had to be another way.

Through the window, I saw Candy going upstairs. This was my chance to get the kids out of the house. I walked around the house to check the front door. I turned the doorknob, hearing the click that signaled it was open. When I pushed the door open, Collin and Sapphire stood before me, tears streaming down their faces. Elena had brought them to the front door.

“Daddy?” Sapphire’s voice quivered with uncertainty.

“It’s all right sweetheart,” I said. I crouched down to their level. “We’re going to take a drive.”

Collin nodded, his eyes still wide. “Is Mommy angry at you?”

“Mommy is just... Upset now. We’ll give her some time to calm down.”

I grabbed a jacket for Sapphire and Avery’s diaper bag while gesturing for Elena to join us. “Elena, could you please bring Avery? We’ll be back soon.”

She nodded. Within minutes, the five of us were inside the van, leaving our home behind. As we drove away, I stole a glance backward at its unassuming exterior that revealed nothing of the turmoil within.

Elena held Avery’s tiny hand. He was snug in the child’s car seat and had quit crying. I exhaled deeply.

“Elena, I understand completely if you no longer want to work for us.”

Elena glanced at me. “Tim, I’ve been a part of your family for quite some time now. I don’t believe I’m in any danger. Candy probably needs me.”

I pondered her words while feeling a twinge of guilt. It was true; with three children, Candy must feel confined. But those outbursts were not acceptable.

“Thank you, Elena. Your support means a great deal to me. My priority is ensuring everyone’s safety.”

The park provided a nice calming effect for my family. I was holding Avery and watching Sapphire and Collin in the sandbox. I was standing near them. There was a pleasant breeze coming through, brushing across my face, relaxing me. Contemplating the recent turmoil at home, I worried about restoring family stability. An hour seemed enough for the storm to calm, so I called Candy. She answered the phone after three rings.

“Hello?” Candy said.

“Hey,” I said. “I’m checking to see how you feel now?”

“I think I’m feeling better,” Candy said. We said nothing for a few minutes. “Where did you guys go?”

“We’re at the park. The kids are having fun. Avery’s sleeping; I’m holding him,” I said. “Do you think it’s OK if we come back? Need more time to unwind?”

“No, I’m OK. Come back.”

I waited ten more minutes for good measure, then I packed up the kids and drove home. We walked in and Elena picked up the shards of glass from the broken coffee cup. Candy went upstairs as soon as we arrived, so I let her have time for herself.

“Tim, would you like me to prepare some dinner for the kids?” Elena asked.

“You should go home. You’ve had a stressful day. Do you want to take tomorrow off?”

“That’s unnecessary, Tim.”

"Let me know if you change your mind. I’ll take care of getting dinner ready for the kids. It’s best if it’s only us tonight. Perhaps I can resolve things with Candy."

“If you need me, call me,” Elena said. She glanced at the stairs Candy had ascended, then looked back at me. Then she smiled and left.

I fixed dinner for Sapphire and Collin and warmed a bottle for Avery, who was awake. I hoped the children hadn't suffered emotional damage.


Chapter 13



The warm, soft glow of the TV cast serene lights in the room. I sat nestled on the couch, my youngest son Avery, now two years old, wrapped securely in my arms, his tiny fingers clutching my shirt. Sapphire, with her bouncy curls, sat on my left, her attention fully immersed in the animated world of the children’s movie. Beside her, Colin, always the inquisitive one, would occasionally turn to ask me questions about the story.

The animated characters sang and danced, momentarily enchanting me. It was a welcomed escape from the demands of my work and the stress Dagger constantly brought into my life.

Then, right as the movie reached its most captivating part, the shrill ring of the phone jolted me back to reality. Before I could even register the sound, a familiar whisper, light as a feather, brushed against my ear.

“It’s Dagger,” Sheena said.

I picked up the receiver. “Hello, Dagger.”

There was a momentary pause. I could almost feel Dagger’s unease through the phone. “How do you always know it’s me?” he said. From the growl in his voice, I could tell I unnerved him.

I sidestepped the question. “What can I do for you, Dagger?”

“You’re hiring Jacob as your new admin assistant. He starts Monday,” Dagger said. His voice was commanding.

I took a deep breath, trying to keep my calm. “Actually, Dagger, I was planning to interview for the position.”

The tone of his voice shifted, the menace becoming more pronounced. “I said you’re hiring Jacob. No need for interviews.”

“No, Dagger, I’m not.”

His voice thundered back, louder and even more aggressive. “You think you can ignore me? I’ve decided, and that’s final!”

I kept my voice steady despite the rising anxiety in my chest. “Dagger, why do you want me to hire Jacob? Just so you know, hiring someone without proper evaluation isn’t how I run my office.”

“The reason is irrelevant. Do as you’re told,” Dagger said. The growl in his voice grew.

“He’s your brother-in-law, isn’t he? This isn’t only about giving him a job. You have something else in mind.”

Dagger remained silent for a beat, which confirmed my suspicions. “That’s none of your business, Timmy. You don’t get to question my decisions.”

Taking a deep breath, I held my mouth to suppress what I wanted to say. “I have a feeling you want him in my office to keep tabs on me. Just like you mistakenly believed Sammie was doing.”

The mention of Sammie seemed to strike a chord. “Don’t you dare bring her into this,” Dagger said.

“She was my assistant and my best friend. She never betrayed me. You always misunderstood her loyalty,” I said. “I won’t let you plant another spy in my office, Dagger.”

Dagger’s voice bellowed so loudly through the phone that I had to pull it away from my ear. I could still hear him shouting, even at the distance. “I demand you come to my home office NOW, Timmy!”

A shiver ran down my spine. I knew Dagger well enough to recognize that tone. When he used it, he was moments away from bursting into an epic tirade. A part of me wanted to hang up the phone, to protect my family and myself from his wrath. But not going might make things worse.

With a heavy sigh, I spoke into the receiver, “All right, Dagger. I’ll be there.”

Despite the silence, I could sense Dagger’s eyes on me through the phone.

I turned to face my family. Candy, who’d been observing the whole time, approached me. “Tim, what’s going on?”

Placing Avery on the carpet, I tried to muster a reassuring smile. “I have to go deal with Dagger. I’ll be back soon, promise.” I kissed Avery’s forehead and gave Candy’s hand a squeeze. I hoped that this confrontation would be quick.


Chapter 14



Istepped out into the warm day, the peculiar mix of rain and sun creating an almost ethereal atmosphere. Raindrops spattered on the driveway beneath my shoes, but the heat of the day persisted, producing a thin veil of steam rising from the ground. Dark clouds danced with the sun, occasionally revealing streaks of sunlight.

As I approached my car, a memory flickered in my mind—Sheena’s advice. In moments of chaos or danger, her teachings often surfaced, providing guidance.

Before you go to meet Dagger, if he’s raging, envision a rope of bluish-white energy encircling him. This will freeze him mid-motion and he won’t be able to speak, much less scream at you. If you feel you need more protection, imagine the rope softly vibrating. It will then bind him so he cannot move from his chair. Once you leave, unravel the rope to release him.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, I took a moment to steady my breathing. Closing my eyes, I envisioned Dagger in his home office. Imagining the bluish-white energy rope, I mentally wrapped it around him, feeling its power and security. I added the soft vibration, ensuring that I had control.

A couple of raindrops hit the windshield, breaking my concentration. I opened my eyes, started the car, feeling empowered. As I pulled out of the driveway, the sun peeked through the clouds.

The drive to Dagger’s house seemed longer than usual, perhaps because of the looming confrontation. Every raindrop that hit my windshield seemed to echo the drumming of my heartbeat. By the time I pulled into his driveway, the sun was playing hide and seek with the clouds again, casting a golden hue on Dagger’s enormous house.

I hesitated for a moment before stepping out of the car, taking a deep breath to brace myself. The door opened as I approached. Rita, Dagger’s wife, stood there. Her face was pale, her eyes wide with fear.

“Tim, he’s upstairs in his office. Waiting for you,” she said. Her voice was shaky.

I nodded, trying to give her a reassuring smile. “It’s OK, Rita. I’ll handle it.”

She opened the door wider to let me in, but said nothing else. Dagger’s outbursts were taking a toll on her as well.

The stairway seemed to stretch into eternity. Each step felt like a journey into the lion’s den. When I reached the top, Dagger’s office door stood slightly ajar. I could feel the charged atmosphere even before I entered.

Pushing the door open, I saw him. Dagger, the mighty and fearsome despot, sat frozen at his desk, looking like a statue. His eyes, the only part of him that could move, darted toward me, filled with surprise and fear. I’d frozen him two times before. You’d think he’d learn.

“Hello, Dagger,” I said. I calmly walked over to his desk.

All he could do was blink rapidly, his gaze never leaving mine. It was oddly satisfying to see Dagger, always so loud and domineering, in a state where he couldn’t voice his aggressive thoughts.

I took a seat in front of him, crossing my legs and folding my hands. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t scream at me anymore. It’s not constructive for our business, and there’s no way in hell I’m hiring another spy for you. Do you have anything to say?”

Dagger’s eyes searched for an escape, but the energy rope kept him trapped. He couldn’t nod or shake his head, let alone voice an answer.

We sat there, the tension palpable. The room was eerily silent, except for a faint ticking clock. One minute turned into two, then three. Without Dagger’s verbal abuse filling the space, it felt as if time had slowed down.

Finally, I stood. “Well, in that case, I’ll take my leave. Have a nice day, Dagger.”

I felt his gaze on my back as I left the office, but I didn’t turn around. I’d said my piece and made my stand. It was time to go.

Descending the staircase, I saw Rita again. She looked worried, her hands wringing together. I gave her a small nod and said, “Goodbye, Rita. Take care.”

She merely nodded. I understood. Living with Dagger couldn’t have been easy.

Driving back home, I breathed easier. The sun broke through the clouds more prominently, casting a golden hue on everything. And I remembered at that moment to release Dagger from that rope. He didn’t call me.


Chapter 15



In the quiet hum of the kitchen, the phone bill lay spread across the counter. The same Akron phone number flooded the pages. The sheer frequency of calls was startling. With every page I turned, the same number repeated itself like a stinging chorus. Unanswered calls were the majority, with brief intervals between each. It showed obsession.

Gulping down the lump in my throat, I hesitated for a split second before dialing the mysterious Akron number. It seemed to ring for an eternity. Finally, a deep voice answered, “Hello?”

“Who is this?” I asked.

The voice hesitated. “Blake. Who’s this?”

“This is Tim Drobnick, Candy’s husband.”

There was an audible pause. “I... I didn’t know Candy was married.”

My heart raced. “Are you having an affair with my wife?”

Blake sighed. “I’m staying out of whatever is happening between you two.” The line went dead.

The room spun around me. The uncertainty, distrust, and fear threatened to pull me under. The unanswered questions loomed large, and the silence of the room became deafening.

My chest constricted, each breath feeling strained and difficult. Collin, Sapphire, and Avery’s laughter reminded me of what was at stake. They were the world to me. How can I address this with Candy without destroying their fragile sense of normalcy?

Desperation fueled a new plan. I needed neutral ground - a space where I could contain emotions and reveal raw truths. First, I had to sit and calm myself. After watching the kids for 30 minutes, I felt like a human again. I went upstairs to find Candy. She was in our bedroom polishing her nails.

“Candy,” I said. I ensured I had her attention. “Shall we go out for dinner tonight? Just the two of us. We could go to that upscale restaurant you’ve been talking about.”

Her eyes lit up, momentarily distracting her from her nails. “Really? I’d love that, Tim.”

I took a deep breath. “Great, I’ll call Elena and see if she can come over.” Picking up the phone, I dialed Elena’s number.

“Hello?” Elena’s voice came through.

“Hey, Elena. Can you come over and watch the kids tonight? Candy and I plan to go out for dinner.”

“Of course,” Elena said. “I’ll be there in an hour.”

Hanging up, I looked at Candy, who seemed excited. I envied her ignorance of the storm to come.


Chapter 16



My stomach was in knots as I drove downtown with Candy. The city of Columbus stretched out in front of us, with the impressive Nationwide Building towering above everything else.

“There’s One Nation.” I pointed.

Her eyes widened. “I’ve always wanted to go there.”

Parking the car, we made our way to the base of the Nationwide Building. The looming tower was intimidating, but it was the glass-enclosed elevator that truly caught Candy’s attention.

“Ready for the ride?” I asked.

She nodded. She frowned as she carefully stepped into the elevator. As the elevator doors closed, it whisked us upward, the ground rapidly receding beneath us. The city spread out in all directions, its vastness becoming clearer with every passing second. Buildings that once seemed massive from the ground now appeared toy-like from our rapidly increasing vantage point.

The sensation felt surreal, like floating away from worldly troubles. The recent events briefly seemed distant, overshadowed by the breathtaking panorama.

The elevator smoothly came to a halt on the 38th floor, and we stepped into One Nation. The ambiance was plush, with soft lighting and a subdued palette that exuded sophistication. The large windows offered a 360-degree view of Columbus, with the city lights twinkling as dusk settled in.

“We’ll wait in the lounge until our table’s ready,” I said.

Candy nodded, still taking in the place’s grandeur. We made our way to the cocktail lounge. As we sat, the setting sun bathed the room in a golden hue. Soon, the lights of the city came alive, creating a mesmerizing tapestry of illumination. With drinks in hand, we gazed out of the window. For a fleeting moment, we were simply a couple lost in beauty.

As we sipped the champagne, my mind couldn’t help but drift to the unsettling discovery of Candy’s many calls to Akron. I remembered Blake’s voice, cool and detached on the line. His assertion that he didn’t even know Candy was married gnawed at me, stoking the flames of suspicion and insecurity. In this upscale setting, surrounded by the hum of gentle conversation and the soothing notes of the piano, I hoped it would provide a buffer against any explosive outburst.

I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. The need to confront Candy was undeniable, to bring the simmering questions to the surface and demand clarity. But, it wasn’t the right time. It was a precarious dance of waiting for the perfect moment, hoping that in this ambiance, with the city sprawled beneath us, we might talk openly, without another volatile reaction.

Over our salads and appetizers, the conversation flowed more naturally. It gravitated toward our children. “You should’ve seen Collin today,” I said. I recounted how he’d attempted to dress Sapphire in his clothes, much to her chagrin.

Candy chuckled. “Oh, and Sapphire tried to feed Avery with her toy spoon.” She mimicked the little one’s earnest but misguided efforts.

The laughter that followed was genuine, a shared joy that momentarily bridged the distance that had grown between us. Every anecdote, every shared memory of our children’s antics, was a reminder of the importance of family. For those moments, I momentarily set aside the looming questions and suspicions.

The aroma of the dishes wafted up, signaling our main course. Candy’s lobster was steamed to perfection, and its tender flesh dripped with melted butter. My Kobe beef steak was a work of art, cooked medium rare, with a rich marbling that promised a melt-in-the-mouth experience.

Amidst the savoring of each bite, Candy broached the subject of vacations. “You remember how much fun we had at Disney World last time?” she asked. Her face lit up at the memory. “The way Sapphire’s eyes widened at Cinderella’s castle, and how Collin couldn’t stop talking about Space Mountain.”

I nodded, recalling the happiness on their faces. “Avery was too young to remember anything from that trip,” I said. I took a bite of my steak.

Candy’s face softened. “I know. I think it’s time we took another trip there. I loved it as much as the kids did. Maybe even more,” she said. A broad smile spread across her face.

I was mindful of the unresolved issues as the discussion continued. However, for the moment, we reveled in the shared excitement of planning a family getaway, momentarily putting aside the heavier topics.

After relishing every bite of our meal, we finally reached the dessert portion of the evening. As the waiter diligently took down our orders—Candy opting for a decadent chocolate lava cake and me, a crème brûlée—the ambiance around us felt warm and soothing.


Chapter 17



With a deep breath, I confronted the lingering topic. “Candy,” I said. I paused and looked at her. “Who’s Blake?”

She looked at me, setting her fork down on the table. Her mouth hung open. Her eyes darted left and right, searching for words.

I continued to gaze at her, allowing the silence to linger, giving her the space to answer.

“No one,” she said. Her voice was shaky. Even in the dim restaurant lighting, I noticed sweat on her forehead.

“Candy, I spoke to Blake on the phone. He seemed to know you well, yet he was unaware you’re married. Why does a man in Akron that you're obsessively calling not know you're married?”

Candy’s face drained of color. She fidgeted with her silverware, avoiding my gaze. The smooth texture of her napkin seemed to suddenly interest her as she folded and unfolded it, her fingers betraying her nervousness.

“Why would he think that?” I asked again. I watched her face.

Candy’s eyes darted around, her lips parting as if to form words, but nothing came out. The confident woman disappeared, replaced by someone cornered and flustered.

“Candy, I promise I’m not trying to corner you or start a fight. I want to understand.”

Her eyes searched mine. “Was this entire evening a trap to question me?” she asked. The whine in her voice hinted that I hurt her.

“No, I brought you here because I wanted to show you how much I care about you. I thought maybe in a relaxed environment we could talk openly. I want to know what’s happening in Akron.”

Inside, a tempest raged within me. I longed to release my anguish, let tears spill, and shout out my confusion and hurt. But there was a more pressing reality—our children. They needed stability and love. For their sake, I swallowed the tumult, which burned my stomach, striving for the calm they deserved in our home.

“Why?” I asked.

Candy took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. “I don’t know... excitement, maybe? Adventure? Ever since having the kids, I’ve felt like I’ve lost a part of myself. I wanted to feel... desired, alive. It’s not about you, Tim. It’s about me.”

“But why didn’t you talk to me about it?”

She looked away, her eyes downcast. “I was afraid of how you’d react. Afraid you’d judge me or not understand.”

I felt a pang in my chest. “It doesn’t justify lying or hiding it from me.”

She nodded, tears glistening in her eyes. “I know, Tim. I’m so sorry.”

A heavy silence fell over the table. The sounds of the restaurant continued around us—the tinkling of glasses, soft conversations, the distant notes of the piano. The world narrowed down to the two of us, facing a harsh reality.


Chapter 18



“Ihave to ask, Candy. Why didn’t you ever want intimacy with me, but now... now it seems you’re seeking it elsewhere, with others?”

Candy’s eyes dropped to her lap, fingers fidgeting with the tablecloth. “It’s not that simple, Tim.”

“Help me understand,” I said.

Taking a shaky breath, she said, “With you, there’s so much history, so much baggage. But with strangers, there’s none of that. It’s... it’s an escape.”

Her words stung. “So, it’s my fault?”

Candy’s eyes snapped up to meet mine. “That’s not what I’m saying. It’s about how I feel about things.”

“I wish you had come to me, Candy. I wish you had told me how you felt. We could’ve worked on it, tried therapy, something. But seeking intimacy outside our marriage... it’s devastating.”

She swallowed hard, tears spilling over. “I know, Tim. I never meant to hurt you. I just... I need this.”

“Candy, can you give up Blake? Can we attempt to rebuild our marriage?”

Candy’s face was a canvas of conflict. The restaurant’s soft lighting cast shadows that danced in tandem with her mixed emotions. “Tim,” she started, her voice cracking, “I... I don’t know if I can.”

I felt a lump in my throat. “What do you mean?”

Taking a deep breath, she met my gaze. “Blake isn't the only person. It’s with others too. It’s about the freedom, the escape, the feeling of being alive again. I have a strong urge for it. I want to be married to you. But I don’t think I can give it up.”

“With others? Not only Blake? How many others?” I asked.

“It’s.. You know.. it’s a lifestyle. We’re swingers. They make me feel good. We have these parties at Blake’s house, and it feels good to be with many people at the same time.”

A hammer pounded in my heart. “So, where does that leave us?”

Candy looked down, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t know, Tim. I really don’t.”

My grip on the wine glass tightened, but I held back tears. “Is this... because of me? Did I do something wrong, push you away?”

Candy shook her head, silver earrings catching the light. “No, Tim. It’s not about you. It’s about me. I discovered something within myself that I didn’t realize existed. And now that I’ve discovered it, it’s hard to turn away.”

There was a heavy pause as her words hung in the air. The piano’s tinkling felt odd throughout our conversation.

“We have kids, Candy. We made vows. Do they mean nothing now?”

“I love our children, and I still love you,” she said. “It’s a part of me now. I can’t switch it off, even for the sake of our family.”

“So, what? You continue and we pretend everything is fine?”

Candy took a moment, swallowing hard. “I don’t have all the answers, Tim. I wish I did. But maybe... maybe we could see someone? Talk to a therapist or counselor?”

I nodded slowly. “Okay. If it might help us, I’m willing. You should be willing too, Candy. Willing to work on us.”

“I am, Tim.”

The silence between us was deafening. With every bite, every sip of wine, a chasm seemed to widen. Words, once flowing freely between us, now felt forced and fragile. We finished our desert in quiet contemplation, each lost in our thoughts.

When dinner was done, we moved to the lounge, where the dim lights and soft jazz provided a backdrop to our internal struggles. We both ordered a drink, letting the ambient noise of conversations around us fill the silence that lay heavily between us.

Outside, the city lights sparkled like a tapestry of stars. The beauty of it was almost surreal, juxtaposed with the turbulence of our evening. We sat side by side, but felt worlds apart, staring at the metropolis.

Finally, it was time to leave. The glass elevator descended, and with it, our conversation. The panoramic views of Columbus shifted as we made our descent, each floor taking us further away from the heights of our emotions.

Once we reached the garage, we got into our car. The engine roared to life, but our voices remained silent. The drive home was quiet, punctuated only by the occasional hum of the car and the soft rustle of trees as we passed.
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On Tuesday morning, I had a good feeling. Close-outs were an essential part of our business, and it was customary for us to review them at Dagger’s home. With the unsettling memory of our last meeting still fresh in my mind, I dialed Dagger’s number with some hesitation.

“Hello?” Dagger’s voice came calmly through the line.

“Hey, Dagger. It’s Tim. I’m on my way up with the close-outs,” I said. I was relieved at his composed tone.

“All right. I’ll be in my office,” he said. No hint of prior aggression.

The drive to Dagger’s was better this time. The weather was beautiful, and Dagger was in a better mood. As I pulled up, the massive doors opened to reveal Rita. She appeared more relaxed this time, with a slight smile on her face.

“Good morning, Tim,” she said. “Dagger is upstairs.”

“Thanks, Rita.” I nodded to her. Her improved demeanor was a good sign.

Climbing the stairs, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of déjà vu. The atmosphere felt lighter this time. I gently tapped on the office door and entered.

Dagger was seated at his desk, engrossed in some paperwork. He looked up and motioned for me to sit.

“Morning, Dagger,” I said. I took a seat across from him.

“Morning, Timmy,” he said. He nodded at the paperwork in my hands. “You got the close-outs?”

“Yes, all set. Everything’s looking good this week,” I said. I placed the files on his desk.

The next hour passed quickly. We went over the close-outs, discussing business. Dagger was his usual assertive self but without any of the hostility. It felt like a regular workday, and part of me wondered how Dagger could brush off the unusual events of our last meeting where he sat paralyzed staring at me.

After we finished the closeouts, Dagger leaned back in his chair, linking his fingers behind his head. “I’ve been meaning to tell you, I’m hiring a new attorney.”

I blinked. “Another one? Don’t we already have three attorneys on retainer?”

Dagger smirked, his eyes narrowing slightly. “This one’s different. He’s only for me. Not for you.”

The statement took me aback. “Why do you need a separate attorney? What’s wrong with the ones we already have?”

Dagger leaned forward, placing his elbows on his desk. “This one will do things the others won’t. Dirty stuff.”

I felt a chill run down my spine. “Dirty stuff? Dagger, what are you planning?”

He waved dismissively. “It’s only a precaution, Timmy. We’re in a ruthless business, and sometimes we need to be prepared for any scenario.”

“But why not for both of us? Why only you?” I pressed, trying to understand his reasoning. I didn’t realize we were in a ruthless business. Except for the ruthless business partner I had.

Dagger sighed. “Look, the other attorneys are clean, legitimate. They won’t cross certain lines. Sometimes, we need someone willing to get dirty. Just in case.”

I frowned, my mind racing. “Just in case of what? What are you not telling me?”

Dagger looked away for a moment, weighing his words. “There are moves we might need to make in the future, things that require more... unconventional methods.”

“You’re talking about illegal activities?”

Dagger’s eyes flashed. “I didn’t say that. Let’s call it... aggressive negotiations.”

The room grew tense as I tried to process his words. “Dagger, our business has always been legitimate. We’ve worked hard to build a reputation, and I don’t want to jeopardize that.”

He shrugged, a sly smile playing on his lips. “Sometimes you need to play hardball to stay on top.”

I shook my head, frustration mounting. “I don’t know about this, Dagger. I don’t want to be associated with any dirty dealings.”

Dagger leaned back, his demeanor casual yet firm. “You won’t be. This is my call. But trust me, it’s for the best.”

I was at a loss for words. The meeting that started with a routine business discussion had taken a dark turn. I wondered about Dagger’s intentions for power and control.

Gathering the close-out papers, I stood. “Let’s focus on our current projects, OK? We’ll deal with the future when it comes.”

Dagger simply nodded, his eyes unreadable. “Sure thing, Timmy.”

As I left his office, I felt our business was heading toward danger.
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The hotel room was quiet, save for the muted hum of the air conditioner. I picked up the phone and dialed home, expecting to hear Candy’s voice. Instead, it was Elena’s.

“Hello?” she answered.

“Elena? It’s Tim. Where’s Candy?”

Elena hesitated for a moment. “She went on another overnight trip. She asked if I could stay overnight with the kids.”

My chest tightened. “Again?” I asked.

“Yes,” Elena said.

“OK, Elena, I’m on the way home. I’ll be there within two hours.”

“OK. I’ve already fixed dinner for the children,” Elena said.

“Thank you, Elena, I appreciate you.” I hung up the phone.

Taking a deep breath, I recalled the number that appeared multiple times on our recent phone bill. I bet that’s where Candy is. I dialed the number, waiting anxiously for someone to pick up.

“Hello?” a man’s voice answered.

“Is this Blake?” I asked.

“Yeah, who’s asking?”

“It’s Tim. Tim Drobnick. Candy’s husband.”

There was a brief pause. Then, I heard Candy’s voice. “Give me the phone, Blake. Tim? What do you want?”

“Candy, why are you there? How can you abandon the kids again?”

“Why are you calling me here? How did you even get this number?” Her voice went up in pitch.

“That’s not important. What’s important is our children.”

Candy huffed. “I needed some time, OK? You’re always away. I thought it would be fine.”

“It’s not fine. I’ll be home soon. Stay with Blake, if that’s what you want. Just know the kids are my priority.”

Candy didn’t respond, but I could sense her anger through the silence. I hung up, quickly packing my bags and checking out of the hotel.

The drive back to Gahanna felt longer than usual. I pulled into the driveway, greeted by the sight of our home, lights on, and Elena’s car parked out front.

Elena opened the door before I even reached it. “Tim,” she said. “The kids are glad you’re coming home.”

“Thank you, Elena,” I said. “You can go home now. I’ll take care of the kids. I can’t thank you enough.”

Elena nodded, observing Collin, Sapphire, and little Avery hiding behind a fort in the family room. “Take care,” she said.

As the door closed behind Elena, I kneeled to play in their fort, made of blankets and chairs. After I bathed the kids and tucked them into bed, I sat in the dim light of the living room, staring at the phone. Taking a deep breath, I dialed Blake’s number. My heart raced, a mix of anger and desperation coursing through my veins.
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Blake answered after a couple of rings. “Hello?”

“Blake,” I said, my voice deliberately low and menacing, “stay away from my wife.”

The other end hesitated. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

“I’m her husband. Now, put Candy on the phone.”

Another pause, followed by some rustling. Then Candy’s voice, puffing and screeching, filled the line. “What do you want, Tim?”

“Why, Candy?” I asked. “Why did you agree to counseling, give me hope, and then go back to... this?”

Candy’s voice raised. “You think counseling was the magic answer? That it would ‘fix’ everything? You don’t get it, Tim! This is who I am. This is what I want. You can’t change that.”

“But Candy,” I said, “we have kids, a family.”

“You think I don’t know that? I love our kids. But I can’t keep pretending to be someone I’m not for them, or for you.”

Candy’s voice reached a crescendo and then, suddenly, the line went dead. She'd hung up. I stared at the phone for a moment, a maelstrom of emotions swirling within me.

A thought came to me. If Candy was seeing other men, there was the possibility she could become pregnant. What would my responsibility be? Would I be responsible for a child that wasn’t mine?

Determined to get answers, I decided that first thing in the morning, I’d visit my attorney. I needed to know my rights, my responsibilities. I needed to protect my children and myself from any further complications Candy’s choices might bring. I went to bed, but the restless night brought unsettling thoughts. My life was fracturing.

I awoke with the first light, my restless night clear in the circles under my eyes. I dragged myself into the bathroom, where the sharp scrape of the razor seemed to echo louder than usual. The warm water cascading from the showerhead did little to calm the storm inside me.

I was midway through dressing when I heard the familiar creak of our front door. Candy was home. I peered through the bedroom door, spotting her in the dim light. She appeared tired, but showed no signs of being unable to care for our children. With a heavy sigh, I picked up my keys and headed out.

As I drove to Chris James’s office, memories flooded my mind. Chris and I had been through a lot together over the past five years; He was more than an attorney; he was a confidant.

His waiting room had a familiar feel, with dark mahogany furniture, soft beige carpet, and shelves full of well-worn legal books. A large window on one side allowed natural light to flood in, casting a serene glow on the various paintings and certificates hanging on the walls.

“Tim!” Chris said. He waved me inside his private office. “It’s been a while. What brings you in?”

Taking a deep breath, I let the story tumble out. “Candy’s out with other people, Chris. If she gets pregnant, am I responsible?”

Chris leaned back in his leather chair, pausing for a moment. “Well, according to Ohio law, yes, you'd be responsible. When you’re married to someone, you’re considered the legal father of any children born during the marriage.”

“But what can I do?” I asked.

“You have an option,” Chris said. “We could file a legal separation agreement. If we do that, you won’t be on the hook for any pregnancies. It’ll also protect you from any financial liabilities Candy might incur.”

I nodded slowly. “Do it.”

Without further delay, Chris began drafting the paperwork. Within an hour, I stared at the dotted line, pen in hand. Taking one more deep breath, I signed it.

Chris shuffled some papers on his desk before looking up at me again. “There’s one more thing you should know, Tim. Moving out is necessary for the separation to have legal significance.”

I blinked. “Move out? But what about the kids?”

“You can work out a custody agreement,” he said. The court requires you and Candy to live separately for the separation to be recognized.

A million thoughts raced through my mind. I thought about our home, filled with memories, the patio out back where the children played, and the kitchen where we'd shared countless meals. Leaving it all behind was heartbreaking.

“What if I buy a new property?” I asked. “Would it be a marital asset?”

Chris shook his head. “No, from the moment you signed those papers, any new property or assets you acquire are yours alone.”

I exhaled slowly, taking a moment to digest this new information. The idea of starting afresh, in a new place, held a certain appeal. A new environment would be good for the kids. “I’ll start looking for a new place immediately.”


Chapter 22



After leaving Chris’s office, I remembered a property I had seen many times on my way to work. It was a place that always caught my attention, at 121 Granville St, Gahanna. The ‘For Sale by Owner’ sign had been there a long time.

Pulling up to the location, I parked and stepped out, taking in the building’s sight. It was an impressive two-story structure, bearing the marks of time with its old wooden siding, reminiscent of an era long gone by. The slate roofing looked ancient but well-maintained, giving the house an antique yet charming feeling.

I walked around, noting the ample parking space at the back. Being in the downtown business district of Gahanna, this was indeed a prime location. I could imagine turning the ground floor into a business space and living upstairs. The thought excited me, giving me a glimmer of hope amidst all the chaos in my life.

A middle-aged woman approached me from the neighboring property. “You looking to buy this place?” she asked.

“Yes, I am,” I said. “Do you know who owns it?”

She nodded. “Mr. Thompson does. He lives down the road. That’s his number on the sign. I can write it down for you.”

“That would be great, thank you.”

She jotted down the number on a piece of paper and handed it over. “It’s a magnificent property, but there are stories about it, you know. Some say it’s haunted.”

“Haunted?” That intrigued me. “I’d love to have a haunted house.”

The lady laughed and shook her head. I went to my car to use the phone.

Upon dialing the number, a gruff voice answered. “Thompson speaking.”

“Mr. Thompson, my name is Tim. I’m here at 121 Granville St, looking at your property,” I said. “Would you be available to show me around inside?”

“Sure thing. I’ll be there in about ten minutes.”

When Mr. Thompson arrived, he looked every bit the man I had envisioned—tall, white hair, and a firm handshake that spoke of years of hard work. He unlocked the front door, and we stepped into the building. The moment I entered, the smell of old wood and something more nostalgic hit me—the unmistakable scent of barber’s products. The carpeting was old, bearing the marks of countless feet and faded by sunlight streaming through the windows. In places, I could see hair trapped in the weave.

“This used to be a barber shop many years ago,” Mr. Thompson explained. “Been vacant for a while.” And I rent the small outbuilding out to a lady who paints nails. She pays $150 per month for rent. She'll become your tenant, of course.”

I bent down, pulling up a corner of the carpet to reveal the hidden gem beneath; hardwood flooring. Despite being covered for years, it looked intact. The thought of restoring the hardwood to its former glory excited me.

“Let’s look at the basement,” he suggested.

Descending the creaky steps, we found ourselves in a basement with a sandstone foundation and a concrete floor. The cool, musty air down there made me shiver. The floor boards looked strong, showing the resilience of craftsmanship from a century ago.

Heading up to the second floor, I found three decent-sized rooms. I could turn them into an office and two bedrooms. I could make it like camp out nights when I bring the kids over.

“We could set up the main floor as my office,” I mused aloud. “I’ve been working from home, and it’s crowded. I lost my assistant and best friend recently and hesitated to hire someone new to work out of the house. But this... this would be perfect.”

Mr. Thompson nodded, looking pleased. “You seem to have a vision for the place. Let’s talk numbers, shall we? The price is $225,000. How’s that sound to you?”

Taking a deep breath and trying to mask my excitement, I replied, “That sounds fair. Would you consider owner financing if I put down $20,000?”

Mr. Thompson rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Then he looked up, his eyes meeting mine directly. “Tim, I’ve been trying to sell this place for a while. If you’re serious about turning it around and making it something special, then yes. We can work out the details. A $20,000 down payment and owner financing for the rest sounds good.”

A wave of relief washed over me. “Thank you, Mr. Thompson. I appreciate the trust.”

“We’ll need to get the paperwork sorted out,” he said. “How about meeting at my attorney’s office in three days? Will that work for you?”

I nodded. “Sounds perfect. Let’s set it up.”

With a firm handshake sealing our tentative agreement, we both went our separate ways, but not before I took one last look at the building. I hoped what the neighbor said was true. A haunted house. Cool.
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Next, I drove home. I parked the car, and the moment I stepped into the house, the lively chatter of the kids filled the air. Collin was playing with some blocks, Sapphire was humming a tune to herself as she colored, and little Avery cooed from his playpen. The scene felt almost normal—if it weren’t for the palpable tension coming from Candy, who avoided my gaze.

“Candy, Can we talk? Out back?” I asked.

She looked up at me, her eyes cold, but nodded. I opened the sliding door and led the way. The backyard, with its small garden and play area for the kids, had seen many happy moments. But tonight, under the dimming glow of the setting sun, it was the stage for a tough conversation.

I took a deep breath. “Candy, I’ve filed for a legal separation today.”

Her face turned a shade paler. “And I’ve bought a place on Granville Street. It has enough rooms for the kids to visit.”

Tears streamed down her face before I could continue. For a moment, her tears took me aback. She was involved with another man and now she’s crying. It made little sense.

“Why are you crying?” I asked. I frowned.

Her voice trembled. “I’m scared, Tim. What if I end up with nothing? What if I can’t provide for our children?”

I sighed deeply, struggling to find the right words. “Candy, no matter what happens between us, I’ll always provide for the kids. They’re my world, just as they’re yours. I want to be involved in their lives. We can figure out visitation; I just... I want both of us in their lives.”

She sobbed harder, covering her face with her hands. I felt a twinge of sympathy, despite my hurt. “Why didn’t you talk to me, Candy? Why didn’t we attempt to resolve this?”

Through her tears, she whispered, “I’m sorry, Tim. I messed up.”

Taking a deep breath, I took one more step. “Would you consider going to counseling with me? For us? For the kids?”

She hesitated for a moment, her tear-filled eyes meeting mine. “Maybe. I'll think about it.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke. The chirping of crickets and the distant laughter of the children inside the house broke the silence.

“It’s going to be hard,” I said, “but I want us to try. I don’t want our kids to grow up in a broken home.”

Candy wiped her tears with the back of her hand. “I know. I just... I got so lost. With everything. I didn’t expect any of this."

I looked at her. “We both made mistakes. But now we need to decide what’s best for Collin, Sapphire, and Avery.”

She nodded slowly. We stood there for a few more minutes, both lost in our thoughts. The children’s laughter filled the air.
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Mr. Thompson greeted me with a firm handshake when I entered his attorney’s office on Thursday.

“Good seeing you again,” he said.

I nodded. “Same here, Mr. Thompson.”

The attorney led us to a table stacked with paperwork. He reviewed the contracts with us and answered our questions. I double-checked every page before signing, wanting to be sure I missed nothing.

“Here’s the cashier’s check for $20,000.” I handed it to Mr. Thompson. He inspected it briefly and then passed it to his attorney.

“All seems in order,” the attorney said.

After a couple of hours, the deed was done, and I was the new owner of 121 Granville St. With a mixture of excitement and apprehension, I left the attorney’s office and headed straight to my new property.

On the first day, I called a painting company. By the next day, they transformed the dreary upstairs rooms into vibrant, welcoming spaces.

“Hey Tim, where do you want these phones set up?” The phone installer asked. He'd arrived on the third day.

“Over here,” I said. I pointed to what would be my assistant’s desk. It was a sturdy wooden piece that I thought would fit the historic aesthetic of the building.

By the fourth day, the carpeting company arrived to lay a soft, plush carpet in the upstairs rooms. As the installers went to work, I couldn’t help but imagine Collin, Sapphire, and Avery playing on it, their laughter filling the house.

Every so often, as I busied myself with tasks, a pang of uncertainty would hit me. Was I doing the right thing? Would this move help or hurt my family? Pushing aside those thoughts, I focused on the job at hand. The building gradually became more like a home with each improvement.

That evening at home, the kids had tired themselves out playing. It was one of those rare occasions when putting them to bed was quick and easy.

Candy was curled up on the living room couch, flipping through a sewing magazine. Taking a deep breath, I approached her. “Candy, there’s something I need to tell you.”

She looked up. “What is it?”

“I’m sleeping at the new place tonight,” I said. My voice wavered slightly.

She blinked, taken aback. “Why now?”

“It’s because of the legal separation agreement I filed,” I explained, watching her reaction closely. “I can’t sleep here.”

Candy’s eyebrows furrowed and her lower lip quivered. “Why? Tim, why are you doing this?”

I took a deep breath. “Candy, the agreement protects me in a few ways. If you were to get pregnant with another man’s child, I won’t be responsible for it. And if you have an accident driving back and forth to Akron, I won’t be liable.”

Her eyes brimmed with tears. We were silent for a moment.

“I’ll be back in the morning to help with the kids’ morning routine.”

Candy’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I never expected this, Tim.”

I nodded, feeling a heavy knot in my stomach. “Neither did I.”
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The shift in Candy’s demeanor was swift. Her face reddened and her eyes narrowed. “You’re doing this to avoid me,” she yelled. I worried she'd wake up the kids.

“Candy, it’s not about getting away from you. It’s about...” But before I could finish, she grabbed a mug from the coffee table and hurled it at me. Instinctively, I ducked, the mug shattering against the wall behind me.

My heart raced, and all I could think about was diffusing the situation. I hurried out the front door. After closing it, I stood to listen, trying to control my heavy breathing. I could hear Candy’s muffled sobs.

I needed to wait until she was calm and to check on the kids. The front porch light cast a soft glow, and I listened to the distant sounds of nighttime, trying to gather my thoughts.

Her crying ceased after what felt like forever. Candy was on the couch when I returned. Seeing she was composed, and the kids were asleep, I left. As I backed out of the driveway, I looked at our fractured home. I sighed and went to 121 Granville.

The next morning, I returned to our Ashford Glen house and walked into the kitchen. The scent of pancakes filled the air. Colin sat at the table, chatting excitedly about the upcoming school day.

“Morning, Dad,” Collin said. He had a big grin and waved his syrup-covered fork in the air.

“Good morning, buddy.” I gave him a pat on the head. Sapphire and Avery smiled at me.

Candy was flipping pancakes on the stove. I took a deep breath and approached her. “Can I help with anything?”

“No,” she said. She didn’t look at me.

Breakfast went by with minimal conversation. After breakfast, I cleaned up the kids and headed out for work. But as I stepped outside, I heard the front door open behind me. I turned to find Candy walking toward me.

“Tim,” she said, “I’ve been thinking about what you said. About counseling.”

I nodded, waiting for her to continue.

“I’m ready to try it,” she said.

“Really?” I felt relief.

“Yes,” she said. “I want things to improve.”

I took a deep breath. “Will you stop going to Akron while we do counseling?”

She hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, I will.”

Her words gave me a glimmer of hope.

The following days brought a mix of emotions. There was the feeling of walking on eggshells while I hoped things would improve. Candy and I started seeing a counselor named Dr. Ellen Mitchell. She had gray hair pulled back into a tight bun, giving her a stern appearance.

Our first session was hard, filled with moments of awkward silence and hesitant confessions. But Dr. Mitchell had a way of making us talk.

“Why are you here?” she asked at the start of our session.

“I want my family back,” I said. “I want to understand what went wrong and how we can fix it.”

Candy hesitated. She said, “I want to be understood. I want Tim to see the importance of my swinger lifestyle.”

Dr. Mitchell nodded. “Understanding each other is the first step. But it’s going to require honesty from both of you.”

After the session, Candy went home, and I drove to the Dayton office.
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As I stepped into the century-old house on 121 Granville Street, a wave of nostalgia and excitement washed over me. This was a diamond in the rough, and I was determined to restore its former glory. The potential of the house was undeniable.

The worn, faded carpet had seen better days. The contractors I’d hired to revive the hardwood floor were already on site, their tools and equipment scattered around the room.

Frank, the head contractor, and his team got to work, their tools buzzing and clattering as they began removing the carpet. It fascinated me to watch as they slowly revealed the old flooring. A beautifully aged wood with a warm hue, hinting at the house’s history.

As they continued working, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of connection to the past. This house had witnessed a century of stories, and now it was my turn to leave my mark on its legacy.

With the carpet gone, we could see the full extent of the floor. There were some easily repairable scratches and marks. I ran my hand over the wood, a smile forming on my face. This was only the start of the transformation, and I eagerly awaited the outcome.

Next, the team prepared to start the wood refinishing process. Once the contractors started restoring the living room’s hardwood floor, I went to inspect the basement. The heavy, worn wooden steps creaked under my weight as I descended into the cool darkness below.

At the bottom, I observed my surroundings. The sandstone walls that served as the foundation of the house felt ancient. The musty scent of years gone by filled the dim, cobweb-filled space. One light bulb with a string hung from the ceiling, cast eerie shadows.

My footsteps echoed on the concrete floor as I inspected the basement. I noticed the furnace, pipes, and ductwork on one side, all needing maintenance.

Turning my attention to the other half of the basement, I couldn’t help but notice the stark contrast. There was a complete absence of pipes, ductwork, or machinery. It was a barren space that extended beneath the back room of the house. The concrete flooring was rough and uneven.

I walked along the sandstone walls, running my hand along their rough surface. The mystery of the two sides of the basement, one well-kept and functional, the other seemingly untouched, intrigued me.

As I stood in the basement, examining the barren half, I suddenly heard a rhythmic thumping sound coming from that direction. At first, I thought it might be the worker upstairs. I peered up through the cracks in the old wooden floor above, trying to spot any worker making the noise, but the room appeared empty.

Confused, I climbed the stairs and entered the room above the empty part of the basement. No one was working in there. I scratched my head, wondering where the mysterious thumping was coming from.

Upon returning to the basement entrance, I heard the repetitive noise again. I walked back down to the basement, my curiosity piqued. I scanned the space but couldn’t identify the source of the noise.

However, as I continued my search, I felt a sudden drop in temperature. It sent shivers down my spine, and memories of my experiences with the supernatural came flooding back. This was no ordinary cold spot; it was something otherworldly.

Taking a step back, I cleared my throat and said aloud, “Please stop banging.” The thumping sound ceased immediately. The basement fell into an eerie silence, the only noise being my heart beat.

I stood there, my mind reeling. This house has ghosts, I thought. And they do as I ask. How freaking cool is that?
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Itook a break from the basement exploration and headed upstairs to inspect the only bathroom. It had a vintage charm that was consistent with the rest of the house.

The moment I stepped in, I noticed the old ceramic tile flooring, worn from years of use, but still holding its character. The focal point of the bathroom was the clawfoot tub, a weighty cast-iron artifact from the past. Its surface’s rusty patina revealed its significant antiquity.

Beneath it, I could see the sturdy cast-iron legs that supported it. A rail for a shower curtain curled around inside the tub. The wall also had a shower head.

The bathroom contained a small sink with an ornate mirror hanging above it and a toilet. A single window let in natural light, its wooden frame showing signs of weathering.

As I examined the bathroom, I couldn’t help but appreciate its vintage charm and the unique features that made it feel like a trip back in time. However, I also knew that it would require some updates and repairs.

I ventured upstairs to explore the second floor of the house, climbing the carpeted wooden stairs. The upstairs had three rooms. I decided that one of them would be my bedroom, another my office, and the third for when my kids visited.

Then I heard another noise. This time it was coming from the attic, like someone scraping something over wood. Maybe it’s a second ghost. As I inspected the rooms, I noticed a wooden panel in the ceiling, access to the attic. I requested a ladder from a carpenter to examine the attic. He kindly agreed, and I set up the ladder beneath the opening.

Climbing the ladder, I pushed the panel aside and poked my head into the attic. It was a dark and dusty space, with streams of light seeping in through the eaves. A closer look revealed the attic was covered in debris, and it didn’t take long for me to identify it as squirrel feces. There were no squirrels to be seen at the moment but the scraping was persistent.

“Hey, stop that scraping,” I said. Immediately, the sound ceased. Cool, another ghost that listens to me.
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Icarefully descended the ladder and decided it was best to call in the professionals. I contacted ServiceMaster to schedule an appointment for them to clean out the attic. I'd have a carpenter seal up the holes to get rid of the squirrels.

I stepped outside, my shoes crunching on the gravel driveway as I examined the wooden siding of the house. The bare wood needed some serious attention, probably a good sanding, priming, and a fresh coat of paint. I headed back inside and approached the supervising carpenter.

“Do you guys handle the sanding and painting of the siding as well?” I asked.

The carpenter shook his head. “My guys won’t do that kind of work. The only proper way to restore each of these 5-inch-high siding boards is by using a hand-held circular power sander. It’s quite the job. But I know a guy who could handle it. His name is Jeff. He’s skilled with that sort of thing.”

Grateful for the referral, I grabbed a piece of paper and a pen to jot down Jeff’s name and phone number. “Thanks, that would be a great help. I’ll call him.”

It didn’t take long for me to reach Jeff, who sounded interested and assured me he’d be at the house within an hour to look at the project. Sure enough, an hour later, Jeff arrived at the house. He had a distinctive appearance, wearing what I could only describe as hippie-style clothing and boasting long hair that flowed freely.

As we started discussing the project, Jeff shared a bit about himself. “I live in a community building of artists,” he said. “We've repurposed an old school for living and working.”

He told me he dabbled in carpentry jobs part time, but spent most of his days writing music and playing the guitar. Jeff’s girlfriend, he said, was an artist too, specializing in oil paintings on canvas. I was curious to see what Jeff could bring to the project.

Jeff’s eyes gleamed with curiosity as I took him on a brief tour of the old property. He loved the charm of the house, as much as I did. We started in the basement, the heavy wooden steps groaning under our weight. Jeff smiled when he looked at the sandstone foundation.

“Wow, this place is amazing,” he said. He ran his hand along the cold, rough surface of the foundation. “I’ve always loved old buildings.”

I nodded, leading him to the small bathroom on the main floor. “It’s got some history, that’s for sure. Just check out that old clawfoot tub.”

His eyes widened, and he crouched down to inspect. “A cast-iron tub, huh? That’s antique gold right there.”

We continued upstairs, where the rustic feel seemed to captivate him. Jeff’s gaze was drawn to the opening in the ceiling.

Jeff pointed at the opening. “Mind if I look up there?”

“Be my guest,” I said. I held onto the ladder for him. Jeff climbed up and peered into the attic. He squinted as streams of light filtered through the eaves and illuminated the dusty space. He didn’t seem deterred by the layers of what were unmistakably animal feces, most likely from squirrels.

Upon descending, Jeff was excited. “This place has so much potential. I’d love to work on it.”

As we continued our conversation, the subject of the house being haunted came up. I couldn’t help but share my own beliefs. “Something’s in the basement, I think. I heard a noise and sensed a presence.”

Jeff’s eyes sparkled with intrigue. “That’s fascinating. Can my friends and I hold a seance here to contact the spirits?”

I considered it for a moment. “That’s fine with me,” I finally replied. It wasn’t a belief I’d put much stock in, but I was open to the experience.

Jeff explained he didn’t enjoy working on a strict schedule. I said I'd accommodate him.

“I can offer you $15 per hour for the work you do, up to 40 hours per week,” I said. “You can show up anytime you want, as long as you’re putting in at least 20 hours per week.”

Jeff smiled and nodded. “That sounds great. I’ll do it.”

We shook hands, and Jeff scheduled a date for his friends to hold a seance in the house.


Chapter 29



Inside Dr. Ellen Mitchell’s office, there was a faint smell of furniture polish and citrus cleaner. The room held the obligatory shelves of books to look official. Perhaps to showcase the doctor's intelligence. And the degrees hung in glassed and heavy mahogany frames. Dr. Mitchell was penning in her notebook while Candy talked.

“I don’t understand why you had to buy that building, Tim. I’m sure it’s so you can sneak around with sluts while I’m alone at home caring for our children,” Candy said. Her face was pink, showing anger, but not over the top crazy. Yet. I knew better than to reply because she would interrupt, anyway. So, I waited.

“Tim,” Dr. Mitchell said, “can you explain to Candy why you purchased the building?”

“Yes, I've explained it to her before. But the reason…”

“You never gave me the real reason. You just make things up,” Candy said.

“Candy, please let Tim finish his answer,” Dr. Mitchell said.

“My attorney explained that a separate physical residence is required for the legal separation to be valid. But, in addition…”

“I don’t understand why you went to your attorney behind my back. And you don’t need a legal separation. You have children with me. You should be at home,” Candy said.

“Candy, please let Tim finish. Tim, you said there was another reason?” Dr. Mitchell looked at me.

“Yes, Doctor. I need assistants for my business. Before, when Sammie was working for me, she fit right into our home. I loved working out of the house, so I could see my family. But now, Sammie is gone, and I have to hire a stranger. And with Candy’s outbursts, I'd prefer to keep my work staff separate from my family,” I said.

Candy leaned forward in her chair. “What about the sluts? You ignored me. That’s the real reason you bought that building, isn’t it?” Candy said.

Dr. Mitchell looked at both of us. “Let's try to maintain a conversation. Tim, do you see Candy’s concern?”

“No. It makes no sense. First, I’m not having any other ladies at my place. Second, I mean, holy hell, she’s going to group sex parties. How the hell does it make any sense she’s worried about what I’m doing? How does she even expect me to be faithful to her?”

The doctor looked at Candy and opened her mouth to speak. “Candy can you…”

“Swinging is a lifestyle. I have a right to be happy. You can’t tell me what to do.” Candy waved and shook her head.

“That’s why I filed for the legal separation,” I said.

“Why? What possible reason did you have to file for separation?” Candy asked.

“Because, if you get pregnant with another man’s child, I’m legally responsible for raising the child unless I file for the legal separation. And to keep it legal, I have to sleep away from home.”

Dr. Mitchell took a big breath. “Let’s take a moment to pause. I can sense you're both in pain. It’s clear that you both are feeling distressed and vulnerable. It's important to understand each other's perspectives and be open to feedback. Can you both do that?”

We both nodded.

Leaning forward in her chair, Dr. Mitchell interlaced her fingers, with her black heeled red pumps held together. “Prior to ending this session, it's important that you both agree to abstain from other sexual partners. Can you both agree with that?”

I looked at Candy. She waited, but then nodded. “I agree,” she said.

“I also agree,” I said. “Not a problem for me.”

Dr. Mitchell smiled. “Great! We'll tackle this step by step. See you at our next session.”


Chapter 30



Two weeks had passed since I’d first embarked on the renovation of 121 Granville Street. As Jeff and his friends arrived at 10 PM for the seance we’d agreed upon, I couldn’t help but notice the transformations that had taken place.

The upstairs rooms, once bare and faded, had fresh coats of paint, breathing life into their once-dull walls. New carpets covered the floors and stairs, offering a cozy contrast to the old, creaky wooden planks. It was feeling like a home.

The newly refinished hardwood floor downstairs was protected and shining under plastic sheets. The front and back rooms held wooden shelves in the process of being constructed. They stood like skeletons, their forms visible, yet unfinished. The rich, earthy smell of varnish lingered in the air, mixing with the faint scent of sawdust from recent sanding.

As Jeff and I led the way into the house, I introduced him and his five friends to the newly revamped spaces. These were individuals between the ages of thirty to fifty, and their appearance immediately screamed ‘hippie’ and ‘artist.’ They exuded a free-spirited aura and a sense of unconventional thinking.

Jeff’s friends strolled through the house, their eyes wide with wonder as they reached out their hands to sense the energy within the old walls. Their enthusiasm was infectious, and I couldn’t help but feel a mixture of amusement and fondness. These people were carefree and charming, and a little flakey.

As they explored the rooms, the canvas bags they'd brought with them jingled with trinkets and tools they intended to use for the seance. There was a sense of anticipation and excitement in the air as we prepared to connect with whatever spirits might dwell within the house.

The friends cleared a space on the wooden floor, spreading out a vibrant blanket adorned with intricate patterns. They gathered an assortment of pillows from their canvas bags, forming a comfortable circle where they'd sit during the seance.

One friend, a woman with long, flowing hair, named Kelly, explained their philosophy, “We believe that spirits, like people, appreciate good company. We like to arrive early and get acquainted. It makes it more likely for them to want to interact with us.”

They'd brought a bottle of wine and a collection of plastic cups. They passed the wine around playfully, and they extended an invitation for me to join them, handing me a cup of the crimson liquid.

As we sat in the dimly lit room, their conversations flowed freely, touching on a variety of topics. They talked about art, music, the mysteries of the universe, and their personal experiences with the supernatural. I could see that they cherished their unique bond and the sense of camaraderie they found in one another.

Jeff, with his easygoing demeanor, mused about his latest songwriting inspiration. “You know, I was thinking of writing a song about this house. Maybe it has tales to tell.”

A woman with a vibrant laugh chimed in, “Stories? More like secrets. I’m certain this place has a history. Think about all the past residents.”

A distant-eyed man joined the conversation. “Tim, have you seen the ghost that’s supposed to haunt this place?”

I explained about the noise I heard in the basement, and how one spot was cooler. The friends listened with rapt attention. Then they shared stories of their own paranormal encounters. The conversations continued to flow, creating a sense of anticipation as they waited for the clock to strike midnight. The energy of friendship and the unknown filled the once silent and empty house.

Surrounded by these free-spirited and non-judgmental friends, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of happiness. That rare night allowed me to be myself. I felt at ease with this diverse group who embraced life’s mysteries.

As midnight drew closer, Kelly spoke up, letting everyone know it was only ten minutes away from the magical hour. The group fell silent, preparing for the seance. They arranged a ceramic bowl in the center of the room and filled it with incense, the fragrant smoke spiraling upward. Each of them lit a candle and set it in a brass holder before them. One of them handed me a candle to join in the ritual. They filled the room with a calming, rhythmic chant and gentle humming as they reached out to the spirit world, asking for its presence.

For an entire hour, they chanted, humming and hoping. No ghosts or spirits showed up. The friends concluded the seance, sharing their pleasantries and goodbyes before leaving. They left me alone in the house, holding onto the positive memories they'd created.

After the friends left, I felt refreshed. I took a shower and brushed my teeth before heading upstairs to my bedroom. I didn’t have a bed yet, so I’d spread a blanket and pillow on the newly carpeted floor. I turned out the light, lay quietly for about five minutes, and that’s when it happened.

I heard banging from the basement, which made me laugh. Despite their best efforts, the friends had no success contacting spirits during their seance. Once they left, the ghosts happily resumed playing. I smiled as I drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 31



Candy and I sat facing each other, with Dr. Mitchell seated between us. Candy’s lips were tight, her nostrils wide, her eyes narrow.

“I have no say in what happens to our money,” Candy said. Her voice quivered. “Tim controls everything. He’s always spending money, but I don’t’ get to spend anything.”

“Tim, do you have a response?” Dr. Mitchell asked.

“Candy, I give you $400 every week to handle. It’s for incidentals, groceries, kids, clothes, whatever you choose,” I said.

“But that’s not all our money,” Candy slightly spread her arms, palms toward me.

“No, it’s not. I take care of paying the rent, utilities, insurance, car payments, restaurants, birthdays, and more.”

“I should be allowed to do that too,” Candy said.

“I allowed it. One month, remember? You spent all the money on God knows what, and I had to come up with another month’s worth of money to pay the bills.”

“Tim,” Dr. Mitchell said, “Candy wants to be involved in the control and responsibility of managing the household finances. Do you see that?”

“Yes, I see that, Doctor, but I can’t afford to have her spend an entire month’s budget on other things besides the bills,” I said.

“You should let me spend our money, too,” Candy said.

I looked at Candy. “We tried that before, Candy. You didn’t pay the bills.”

Tears filled Candy’s eyes. She crossed her arms and sat back in the chair. “You don’t know what I spent the money on.”

“You’re right, I don’t. What did you spend it on?” I asked.

“It doesn’t matter now, does it?” Candy asked. She looked away from me.

Dr. Mitchell leaned forward. “Let’s all take a breath here. Tim, would you allow Candy another chance with the finances?”

My mind ran back to how hard it was to replace the money Candy spent. “I’m not sure, Doctor. Last time was scary.”

“Tim, I promise I’ll do a good job this time,” Candy said. She looked at me with wide eyes. After a few seconds, she added a smile.

“Oh, OK. We can try again. But you have to use the money for the house rent, the utilities, the insurance, the lawn maintenance guy, etc. I’ll give you the list. OK?” I asked.

“Yes, I promise. I’ll get them all paid.”

“It’s time to end our session for today. We will continue on this next time,” Dr. Mitchell said.


Chapter 32



The carpenters had finally finished installing the wooden shelves. My PEEL cleaning products sat on the shelves in the back room, fresh from the factory in Cincinnati. I had big plans for this space. It would serve as a showroom for potential wholesale buyers interested in stocking my products.

The shelves were well-crafted, and they filled the room from floor to ceiling. Their polished surfaces gleamed in the soft lighting, making the cleaning products displayed on them look even more enticing. The room had a faint scent of freshly cut wood mixed with the clean, crisp fragrance of my PEEL products, creating a welcoming atmosphere.

With everything in place, I was eager to showcase my brand and attract more business opportunities.

I had scheduled a series of interviews to find a suitable replacement for Sammie, my late best friend and assistant. I designated the middle room on the main floor as the temporary office for interviews.

One by one, the candidates arrived, each bringing their unique energy and qualifications to the table. As I welcomed them into the cozy, well-lit room, I couldn’t help but recall the countless hours Sammie and I'd spent together, working side by side.

Sarah, the first candidate, was an experienced administrative assistant. She seemed organized and efficient, but I wondered if she could match Sammie’s skills.

Next was Bruce, a detail-oriented individual. He had a firm grasp of the tasks. But again, he was no Sammie.

Emma, the third interviewee, seemed enthusiastic about my business. However, I noticed she seemed shy, which made me question her ability to handle my managers the way Sammie did.

Mark, the fourth candidate, was young but ambitious. He was eager to learn. Still, I had doubts about his experience.

Last, Patty was a seasoned assistant with a pleasant smile and a reassuring presence. She seemed to understand the job. But again, she couldn’t replace Sammie.

I realized, after all these interviews, that no one will ever replace Sammie. If I was going to find my next assistant, I had to quit comparing them to Sammie. I remembered that I didn’t expect Sammie to be a good fit as my assistant when I hired her. I only hired her under the orders of Dagger.

Lying in my new bed that evening, I couldn’t help but reflect on the interviews to replace Sammie. It felt odd to consider another person stepping into my friend’s shoes.

As I drifted off to sleep, the familiar sounds of the house surrounded me. The banging in the cellar and scraping in the attic were welcome sounds. But these were new friends, not my three lifelong ghost friends.

The noises were oddly comforting, a reminder of the unique nature of my home. After some time, I needed to rest.

"Hey, I need to sleep. Please be quiet," I said. The noises ceased, and I closed my eyes, feeling a sense of peace despite the mysteries that lurked within the walls of 121 Granville Street.


Chapter 33



The next day, I decided to give each of my prospective assistants a two-week trial period. This approach felt fair for both parties. It allowed both of us to try out the new position.

I chose Sarah to be the first to embark on this trial. If she’s the right fit, no further trials needed. However, if things didn’t work out with Sarah, I’d reach out to the next candidate in line for their trial period.

I started the phone calls.

“Hello Sarah, this is Tim. I wanted to talk to you about the assistant’s position. I’m offering you a two-week trial to see how you like it and if it’s a good fit for you.”

“Oh, thank you, Tim! I’m excited about the opportunity,” Sarah said.

“That’s great to hear. You can decide freely with no hard feelings. I want you to feel comfortable and not pressured.”

“I appreciate your understanding, Tim. That makes me feel at ease.”

“Excellent. These two weeks will help us gauge our compatibility. If it’s a good match, we can move forward,” I said.

“I’m looking forward to it, Tim. Thank you for the opportunity.”

“Let’s start on Monday morning at 8:00 AM, is that good for you?”

“Yes, that's good for me.”

“OK then, see you Monday,” I said.

“I’ll be there, Tim. Goodbye!

“Goodbye, Sarah.”

Next I called Bruce.

“Hello Bruce, this is Tim Drobnick. You applied to work with me as an administrative assistant.”

“Yes, I remember. How are you?” Bruce asked.

“I’m good Bruce. Thank you. I wanted to let you know that I’ve offered someone a two-week trial for the assistant position. I may contact you for a trial if things don’t pan out. Are you open to that?”

“Yes, thank you for keeping me in the loop. I appreciate the honesty, and I’m definitely open to it. Let me know,” Bruce said.

“Great, Bruce. I’ll be in touch if the need arises. Thanks for understanding.”

I made the same calls to Emma, Mark, and Patty. They all agreed with my plan.

After I hung up the phone talking to Patty, the evening light softly filtered through the windows. I wandered into the back room with my PEEL products. It was a sight to behold. The warm, ambient lighting in the room highlighted their labels and branding.

The floor, refinished in rich, gleaming hardwood, added a touch of elegance to the space. The shiny windows reflected the products on the shelves, making the store look inviting to potential customers.

Throughout the room, signs explained the benefits of using PEEL products. These signs detailed how these cleaning solutions were environmentally friendly and highly effective. Visitors could easily peruse the information as they considered the products on display.

Then, suddenly, a series of muffled thuds resonated from behind me. I turned on my heels and saw the PEEL bottles sprawled across the floor, having tumbled from the top shelf. The bottles were four rows deep and securely placed. Their fall had no logical explanation. They had to be pushed off.

“Ha ha, you missed me,” I said to the ghosts.

It had to be one of the new house ghosts, playfully making its presence known. Or maybe the ghost was a jerk.

I exited the building and locked the door, then walked across the quiet street, the center of the tiny town of Gahanna. The only sign of life was the Rag Doll Saloon’s warm, inviting glow. I pushed open the heavy door and made my way to the bar, where the bartender greeted me with a welcoming nod. I ordered a beer and settled onto a stool.

The bartender and I talked and laughed for around thirty minutes, enjoying the friendly atmosphere of the small establishment.

Leaving the Rag Doll Saloon, I went back to 121 Granville Street. As I lay in bed, the comforting sounds of the ghostly presence below and in the attic returned. It was like a haunting melody.

For twenty minutes, I listened to the ghostly echoes of thumps in the basement and scrapes in the attic. Eventually, I asked them to be quiet. The noises ceased, and I drifted off to sleep in the ancient, haunted, yet strangely comforting, embrace of 121 Granville Street.


Chapter 34



Dr. Mitchell’s office had a calming decor. She'd adorned the beige painted wall with artwork. A large window allowed sunlight to enter the room. However, there was a change in the ambiance today. Sitting on the chairs, with Candy facing me, the physical distance between us seemed to magnify.

Every time I tried to speak, Candy interrupted me. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the armrests. “Candy, I’ve already transferred this month’s budget into your checking account. It’s reasonable to request the cleared checks.”

She took a deep breath. “So now you’re in charge of me? Do you think I’m incapable of handling them?”

The room felt hotter. “I’m not in charge of you, but I'm responsible for the bills. I need confirmation.”

Her eyes were a slit, and her eyebrows furrowed. “I’m not an assistant that reports to you. You never tell me what you’re doing. Every night, you sneak off to that building. Who're you meeting there?”

“I’ve already told you Candy, times that there’s no one. It’s just... It’s ridiculous. You’re having group sex and you’re worried about me?”

Tears welled up in her eyes. Her voice trembled with emotion. “My lifestyle is a choice, Tim. I’m a swinger now, and I’m not being secretive. I tell you what I’m doing.”

“No, you don’t Candy,” I said.

The tension between us was so thick I expected it to drip from the ceiling. Dr. Mitchell sensed the escalating emotions and leaned forward. “Let's refocus,” she said calmly. “Candy, would you be willing to share the bill payments with Tim? It might ease some concerns.”

Candy hesitated for a moment before biting her lip. “All right, I’ll show him.”

“And Tim, can you try to understand Candy’s perspective?” Dr. Mitchell looked at me.

“If you’re asking me to understand why she can have sex with anybody in a hundred-mile radius, yet she accuses me of cheating with some imaginary woman, no, I can’t understand that,” I said.

Dr. Mitchell looked at her watch. “Well, our time is up for today.” Dr. Mitchell said. She looked at both of us. “I want to remind you not to have other sexual relationships during counseling sessions. Can we agree on that?”

“Yes, that’s no problem for me,” I said.

Candy looked away momentarily. “Yes, agreed,” she said. Her voice was shaky.

We stood to leave. She glared at me when I opened the door for her.


Chapter 35



The day began with the soft, golden rays of the morning sun streaming through the windows of 121 Granville Street. It was 8:00 AM, and my first assistant prospect, Sarah, had arrived for her first day of work. With a cup of coffee in hand, I greeted her at the door and welcomed her inside.

“Good morning, Sarah. It’s great to have you here,” I said. “I’ve set up your office in the middle room on the main floor. Let me show you around and explain your tasks.” I led Sarah through the cozy old house, guiding her to the middle room.

“Here’s your workspace,” I said. I gestured to a wooden desk. “You’ll find the reports you need to check in the drawers. Make yourself comfortable.”

Sarah nodded and took a seat, eager to get started. I pulled out a few reports and began explaining the tasks and processes she would be handling. Our conversation flowed as we delved into the details of her role, setting the tone for her first day as my assistant.

As the morning light filled the room, she immersed herself in the work.

After the initial briefing with Sarah, I made my way to my office upstairs. For the next two hours, my daily tasks engrossed me in a series of phone calls with various managers.

As the morning turned into early afternoon, I took a brief break and headed back to the first floor. I found Sarah diligently working at her desk, her focus unwavering. I approached her and said, “Sarah, I’ll be stepping out for a couple of hours, but if you need anything or have questions, reach out. Here’s my cell phone number.”

I jotted down my number on a piece of paper and handed it to her, ensuring she had the means to contact me. With that, I left the house, feeling confident in Sarah’s ability to handle her responsibilities during my absence.

As I stepped away from the house, a peculiar mix of emotions washed over me. It was an odd sensation to have someone else filling the role that Sammie had held for so long. Sarah was capable, there was no doubt about it, but seeing her take over Sammie’s duties stirred a deep sense of nostalgia and sadness. It was as if Sammie lingered, casting a bittersweet shadow over the new arrangements. But as life so often demands, change was inevitable, and I couldn’t help but feel a pang of melancholy.

I returned to the office around 2:00 PM and found the back door locked. I used my key to open it and walked in. Upon checking in on Sarah, I noticed her wide-eyed and tightly gripping her desk. Concerned, I asked her what was wrong, and she explained she'd heard the back door and when she investigated, no one was there, so she locked the door.

Sarah hesitated for a moment. “Tim, I’ve heard the back door opening and closing, but every time I check, there’s no one there. It’s happened three times now.”

I furrowed my brow. “You mean, you heard the door opened and closed by itself even though you locked it?”

She nodded. “Exactly. I’ve gone to inspect it each time, and it’s always been locked and closed when I get there.”

My heart raced as I considered the implications of this unexplained phenomenon in our old, peculiar house. It was as if the spirits were once again making their presence known.

“I don’t know what’s happening, Tim,” she said. Her voice trembled.

Sarah hesitated for a moment, her eyes still wide. “I think this house might be haunted, Tim.”

Internally, I wrestled with my thoughts. I knew most people were fearful of the idea of ghosts. I maintained the official stance for my employees that there was no such thing as ghosts.

I smiled. “Don’t worry, Sarah. There’s no such thing as ghosts. It’s probably an old house settling. Nothing to be concerned about.”

Her worried expression lingered, and she seemed hesitant to accept my words at face value.

I went upstairs to my office and tried to focus on my work. But after ten minutes, Sarah’s piercing scream jolted me. Adrenaline surged through me as I bolted down the stairs. Sarah was standing in the hall, looking at the showroom. An entire shelf was empty, its contents scattered across the floor. Sarah stood there, trembling, her hands clamped over her face, her eyes wide with fear. She explained she'd heard a noise, went to investigate, and found the products strewn about. The doors were all locked, and no one else was in the building.

“Tim, I’m sure it’s a ghost. There’s no other explanation,” Sarah said.

“Sarah, you know there’s no such thing as ghosts. It must be something else.”

Tears came to her eyes. “I can’t stay here, Tim. I have to quit.”

She grabbed her purse, her hands still trembling, and with one last wide-eyed glance, exited and left. Alone in the building, I couldn’t help but speak aloud to the unseen presence.

“Why are you scaring off my employee?” I asked. But, as usual, there was no response. I sighed and began picking up the scattered PEEL products, one by one, and carefully placing them back on the shelf.

I went to my office and called Emma, the next prospect for the assistant position. I explained that the first person didn’t work out, and I offered her the two-week trial. Emma sounded interested, but asked, “Why did the first person leave after less than a day?”

I hesitated for a moment, not wanting to mention the ghosts, and replied, “It wasn’t the right fit for her. I’m looking for someone who’s a better match for the role.”


Chapter 36



The air conditioning blew on my skin as I walked into Dr. Mitchell’s door, raising goosebumps on my arms. I should’ve brought my jacket. Candy sat stone quiet as I walked in. My hands trembled as I settled into my seat across from Candy. She could see I was upset. I knew it, because she refused to look at me.

“Tim, would you like to start today?” Dr. Mitchell asked.

Taking a breath, I retrieved the bills from my pocket and placed them on the table between us. “I received these in the mail,” I said. It was a struggle to swallow the screams. “They’ll shut off our electric and gas in three days if we don’t pay them,” I said. I placed the bold red lettered final late notices on the table between us. “Candy, why haven’t you paid for these?”

Candy’s eyes flicked over to the notices before returning to me. She appeared cornered; her face losing color. “I... I thought I had taken care of them,” she said.

“You thought? Candy, this isn’t a game. You said you wanted to be in charge of paying the bills. If I have to monitor them, then I might as well do it myself.”

Sensing emotions escalating, Dr. Mitchell intervened. “Let’s pause for a moment, Tim.”

Candy took a deep breath. Her hands quivered. “I wanted to handle it. I really did. When I got behind, I was overwhelmed and scared to tell you.”

My heart raced as I tried to understand that woman in front of me, acting fearful, but able to rage and injure me when she became angry. I leaned back in my chair. “Discovering these bills saved us from losing power. You must have hidden the other bills from me.”

She glanced at the floor, tears welling up in her eyes. “I was afraid to tell you.” She wiped tears from her face.

Dr. Mitchell leaned forward. “Candy, why were you afraid?”

Candy looked at her and started crying again.

“Candy, did you feel you were in danger?” Dr. Mitchell asked.

Candy nodded, and my mouth flew open, but I said nothing.

“Candy, can you explain why you felt you were in danger?” Dr. Mitchell asked.

Candy set up and looked at me and then at Dr. Mitchell. “Once, Tim was so angry, that he hit me in the back and locked me out of the house as I was leaving.”

My heart was beating so hard I could feel it in the back of my head. My mouth was still hanging open.

Dr. Mitchell looked at me. “Tim, it’s never right to hit another person. You know that, right?”

“Yes, uh, yes. I know that,” I said. I barely got the words out of my mouth. “I never hit Candy. I’ve done nothing to hurt her. Ever. What she told you is exactly what she did to me. I had to go to the hospital. Police even came and encouraged me to file charges against Candy, but I told them I wouldn’t do that. I have the x-rays and doctors report.”

“That’s a lie!” Candy screamed. She clenched her fists.

I sat back in my chair. “Dr. Mitchell, Candy has thrown mugs and vases at my head. She almost hit me.”

“You're such a liar!” Candy screamed again.

“OK, let’s all take a moment to breathe,” Dr. Mitchell said.

“Elena saw Candy do this,” I said. “I’m not lying.“

Dr. Mitchell’s eyebrows raised. “Elena, your housekeeper?”

“Yes.”

“Candy, is it true Elena saw you?” Dr. Mitchell asked.

“Well, I’m sure she’d take Tim’s side. He pays her, you know,” Candy said. She crossed her arms and legs and leaned back in the chair, looking away from me.


Chapter 37



Dr. Mitchell looked stumped. She pursed her lips and pretended to write in her pad. I assume. After a few minutes of quiet, Dr. Mitchell asked us to continue with the discussion about Candy handling the money.

“She didn’t pay the bills, so I need to do it. Candy, is the monthly budget still in your checking account?”

Candy didn’t respond. She leaned forward and covered her face and burst out in tears.

“Candy,” I asked. “Do you still have the money?”

Candy, still bent over, sobbing, and covering her face, shook her head.

“Candy, where’s the money?” I asked.

After several minutes, Candy grabbed tissues and wiped her face. She sat up and looked at Dr. Mitchell, avoiding my eyes. “I used it for the kids. Things we needed,” she said.

“Candy, I give you $400 every week for anything you need for the kids or yourself. That’s way more than you need. What on earth did you spend it on?”

Candy looked at me. “You’re always at that building, Tim! Do you even know what the kids need? Do you even care? School supplies, clothes, baby formula—they all add up!”

My brain was about to short circuit from this malformed version of logic. “Candy, I understand money. You have plenty.”

Candy’s breathing increased to that of a rabbit. “You don’t understand, do you? Do you think you can solve all our problems with money? You don’t understand the pressures of managing everything at home.”

Dr. Mitchell looked up from her notes. Her pen stopped. “Tim, you mentioned that you’re at the office during business hours and come to help with breakfast for the kids, correct?”

“Yes, but I also need to drive to different cities to check on my sales offices. I’ve always been gone about three or four nights a week, but by the same token, I’ve always been home 24 hours the other days.”

“And you pay for Elena to help Candy when you're away?” Dr. Mitchell started writing again.

I sighed. “Yes.”

Dr. Mitchell looked at Candy. “Candy, do you feel Elena is providing enough help? Should Tim be doing anything else?”

Candy looked out the window. “Well, he’s away so many nights a week. It would be nice if he was home every night to help.”

Dr. Mitchell looked at me. “Tim, is that an option? Could you be home every night?”

I shook my head and frowned. “No, if my managers don’t know I’m checking on them, or doing spot inventories, I'll start losing money and then eventually the business. I explained this to Candy before I started the business, that it would involve me being gone overnight three or four nights a week. All she asked was if it would make us rich. She didn’t care if I’d be gone.”

Dr. Mitchell then turned her attention toward Candy. “Candy, could you share with us why you still feel under pressure despite the help you’re receiving?”

Candy brushed her hair back over her shoulders. “Elena isn’t there all the time. I still have to cook and babysit every day.”

“Babysit?” I asked. The statement shocked me. “These are our children. You’re not babysitting.”

Candy said nothing. She shut down.

“I’m taking back over the bill paying,” I said.

“Our time is up for today,” Dr. Mitchell said. “Let’s start here on our next session, OK?”

I stood and left without holding the door for Candy.
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It was Monday morning, around 8:00 am, and I was starting the day with Emma, my new assistant. Emma was a friendly woman in her late 20s, with short brown hair and glasses. Her warm smile and welcoming presence were a good sign.

Just like I did with Sarah, I took her through the charts and reports. She nodded, eager to get started.

Once I finished instructing Emma, I left her in the office and proceeded to the basement. In a hushed tone, I asked the basement ghost to please be quiet and not frighten off my new assistant. Then, I made my way upstairs to my bedroom and had a similar conversation with the attic ghost.

Emma did a great job throughout the day, and as she was about to leave, I expressed my appreciation for her work and looked forward to her returning the next day. She agreed, and after she exited, I thanked the ghosts for not scaring her away.

Almost immediately, the basement ghost began banging on the floor, and the attic ghost resumed its scraping in the attic. I chuckled and felt grateful that they were well-behaved during Emma’s work hours and allowed them their time to play. Content, I locked up the office and went to the Rag Doll Saloon for a beer.

“What can I get you today?” the bartender asked. He was a different bartender than the last time I visited.

“Hey, I’ll take a cold draft beer, whatever you’ve got on tap. Thanks.”

“You got it.” He poured the beer and set it in front of me. “That’ll be three bucks.”

“Thanks. My name is Tim.”

“Nice to meet you. You can call me Jim.”

“Nice to meet you, too. Do you know anything about 121 Granville across the street?” I asked.

Jim raised an eyebrow. “Oh, that old place, huh? Yeah, I’ve heard some stories. People say it’s haunted.”

“Yeah, you could say that. I actually live there.”

Jim raised both eyebrows. “You live in a haunted house? Man, you’re a brave one. You must have some guts, or you’re just plain crazy.”

I laughed. “Well, it’s not quite like that. I’ve been living with the supernatural for most of my life. I’ve learned to coexist with the spirits.”

“So have you seen anything happen over there?” Jim sloshed glasses on the brushes in the sink.

“The basement and the attic each have a ghost. The basement one bangs, the attic one scrapes wood.”

“Doesn’t that scare you?” Jim asked.

I shook my head. “No, you see, I’ve learned that they’re not harmful or malicious. They seem more like they’re playful or curious. So, I’ve made a sort of arrangement with them. During the day when I’m working, I ask them to be quiet so I can focus. And in the evenings, I let them have their fun. Until I’m ready to sleep.”

“You ask ghosts to be quiet? And it works?”

“Surprisingly, yes. If I kindly ask them to stop making noise, they usually listen. It’s like they understand me. We have this unspoken agreement, I suppose.”

“Hmm. That’s nuts. I’ve heard some pretty wild tales about that place—lights flickering, things moving on their own, and even cold spots. Ever experienced anything like that?”

“Well, it’s true that strange things happen. There's a cold spot in the basement, but it moves around. I think it’s the basement ghost.”

“That’s classic ghostly activity right there,” Jim said.

“Yeah, I know it sounds eerie, but it’s comforting to me. It’s like having some company. I’m not afraid of them.”

"That’s a unique perspective. Most folks around here would’ve moved out immediately if they found their house haunted.” Jim wiped the bar with a paper towel.

I laughed. “I can understand that.”

“Well, you’re a braver soul than most, Tim.”

“You’d like them I think,” I said.

“Well, as long as they’re not spooking the patrons, I suppose they’re welcome here anytime,” Jim said. We both laughed.

“I doubt they’re big drinkers. Probably couldn’t pay their tab either,” I said. We both laughed again.

After another half hour of conversation, I paid my tab and went back to 121 Granville Street.
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The room felt stuffy as Dr. Mitchell settled back in her chair. “You’ve both been coming here every week for six months,” she said. Her voice was calm. She was always calm. How does she remain calm after listening to angry couples all day? “We should reflect on the progress you’ve made and the challenges that still lie ahead.”

I paused briefly before speaking. “Candy is still taking overnight trips to Akron.”

Candy’s face turned red. Her eyes shifted between me and Dr. Mitchell. “Tim, why are you bringing this up?”

“Because you agreed not to go to Akron during counseling,” I said.

Dr. Mitchell cleared her throat. “Tim, it’s important for you to express how this makes you feel. Candy, I want you to listen and try your best to understand his perspective.”

Candy nodded with that look I knew. The one where she was going to reject everything I said. Hell, not even listen to what I said. I took a breath. “You say you want to fix our marriage. You said a baby would do it. I said it wouldn’t. It didn’t. Then you said you'd go to counseling to save our marriage. But you’re not keeping your end of the deal.”

Candy’s eyes filled with tears. She crossed her legs and her arms. “I’m trying to figure out who I am.”

Dr. Mitchell gazed at both of us. “We still have a lot of work ahead. However, acknowledging these emotions is a step.”

Leaning closer, Dr. Mitchell directed her attention toward Candy. “Candy, what are your desires for this relationship?”

Candy lowered her gaze, momentarily taking a breath before meeting Dr. Mitchell’s eyes. “I want to be a swinger; that makes me happy, and it’s who I am now. Tim can either accept that or divorce me.”

Shock slapped my face. Time seemed to stand still. My heart pounded against my chest. As if I had no control, I heard the words spilling from my mouth. “If that’s my only choice, then I choose divorce.”

A sharp pang pierced my chest as I rose from my seat; the room seemed to spin around me. Without uttering another word, I exited the room.
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Two days later, at 8:00 AM, Emma arrived for work. After giving her the folders, I left to inspect the Whitehall office. Emma called me while I was in Whitehall.

“Tim, you must come back immediately,” Emma said.

“Why? What’s going on, Emma?” I asked.

Emma’s voice trembled. “The office has ghosts, Tim. I’m standing outside. I kept hearing the locked doors open and shut. I’m terrified. Can you please come here?”

“Emma, ghosts aren’t real. Maybe there’s a logical explanation for the doors. I’m on the way now.” I shook my head. Pesky ghosts. I headed back to 121 Granville Street. When I arrived, Emma was standing outside, her eyes filled with tears.

“Emma, are you all right? You seemed terrified on the phone,” I asked.

Emma took a deep breath. “I don’t know, Tim. I heard the office doors opening and closing by themselves, and I was the only one inside. It’s like something is here.”

“Emma, I’m sure there’s a logical explanation. Maybe it’s a draft or some issue with the locks. There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

Emma shook her head, her eyes wide. “Tim, it was so eerie. I checked the locks multiple times, and there was no draft. I felt someone—or something—there with me. I can’t stay here.”

“Emma, I’ve been here for a while, heck I sleep here, and everything is OK. Maybe it was a onetime thing. I’m sure you’ll be safe.”

Emma takes a moment to think. “I’m sorry, Tim, but I can’t continue to work here. It’s too unsettling for me. I can’t ignore what I heard and felt. I need to leave.”

“I understand, Emma. Thank you for your time here.”

Emma nodded, her face still pale. “You’re welcome, Tim. I appreciate your understanding. I hope you find someone who can handle this place better than I can.” With that, Emma left 121 Granville Street.

After Emma’s sudden departure, I reached out to Bruce, one of the other prospects. Bruce had left a good impression during the interview with his attention to detail.

I dialed Bruce’s number and waited for him to answer. When he picked up, he sounded focused and ready for business.

“Hello, Bruce, it’s Tim from PEEL,” I began. “I hope you’re doing well.”

Bruce replied, “Hello, Tim. I’m doing fine, thanks. How’s everything on your end?”

“Things are all right,” I said. “But I’ve had some unexpected changes with the previous assistant. The position is open again. Are you interested in a two-week trial?”

Bruce contemplated this for a moment. “I appreciate the offer, Tim. I’m definitely interested. Just one thing: could you explain why the previous assistant left so suddenly?”

I hesitated. I didn’t want to tell him about the ghosts. I cited personal reasons. “But I believe you’re a good fit for the position.”

Bruce agreed. “All right, I’ll take you up on the offer, Tim. I’ll be there when you need me.”

I was relieved when Bruce accepted the offer, hoping for a smoother experience this time. “Great, Bruce. Looking forward to having you on board. I’ll see you tomorrow at 8:00 AM.”

We said our goodbyes, and I hung up the phone, ready to give Bruce a chance to prove himself in the ghostly world of 121 Granville Street.
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The next day, Friday morning at 8:00 AM, marked the beginning of Bruce’s first day. As Bruce walked in, I greeted him. “Morning, Bruce! Thanks for coming in. Are you ready to dive into things?”

Bruce returned the greeting with a determined nod. “Morning, Tim. Absolutely, I’m eager to get started.”

We went to the small office where I'd organized the paperwork for him. “Here’s where you’ll be working,” I said. I gestured to the desk. “Our primary task is to review these close-out reports for discrepancies.”

Bruce examined the paperwork, his brow furrowed with concentration. “This seems intricate. Are there any particular areas you’d like me to focus on first?”

I appreciated Bruce’s attention to detail. “Yes, Bruce,” I said. “Let’s start by looking at these balance sheets. You’ll need to reconcile them and ensure that the numbers match up with our records. It’s crucial to be meticulous with this part.”

Bruce nodded and began going through the financial reports, asking questions along the way. He understood the work well. I answered his questions patiently, and we continued to discuss various aspects of the job. I could tell Bruce was eager to excel in his role.

If only the ghosts would cooperate.

I briefed Bruce on his tasks and went upstairs to work. As I settled in at my desk, I could hear the creaks and groans of the old house settling, a sound I'd grown accustomed to. However, I soon noticed something else—the faint but unmistakable scraping noise coming from the attic. I sighed to myself, realizing the spirits were active again.

In a hushed voice, I pleaded with the unseen presence in the attic. “Please, not now. Bruce is downstairs working.”

To my surprise, the noise ceased, and I felt a sense of relief. It appeared the attic ghost had heeded my request, at least for the time being. But my peace was short-lived, as the basement ghost started in.

Thump, thump, thump.

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. I walked down the stairs to the main floor and then into the cellar. “All right, all right. I get it. You’re here. Please be quiet.” Immediately, the noise stopped.

Bruce emerged from the office with furrowed eyebrows as I ascended the basement stairs. “Tim, what’s that thumping sound coming from the basement?”

I glanced down the basement stairs for a moment. “Oh, that?” I said. I gave a dismissive wave. “It’s only the old pipes. This place is old and noisy. Nothing to worry about.”

Bruce nodded, though he still seemed uncertain. “All right, if you say so. It caught me off guard, is all.”

“I understand. This place has its quirks, but it’s got character, too. You’ll get used to it.”

Bruce went back to the office with a more convinced look. I wondered how long it would take for him to get used to our haunted house.

As the clock neared 5:00 PM, I gathered my things and approached Bruce, who was finishing up the day’s paperwork. I offered a friendly smile. “Well, Bruce, it’s been your first day here. How did it go?”

Bruce looked up, eyes drooping, but smiling. “It was good, Tim. Thanks for showing me the ropes. The paperwork was a bit more intricate than I expected, but I think I’m getting the hang of it.”

I nodded. “You’ll master it in no time. Ask if you have any more questions, OK?”

“I will, thanks. You’ve been helpful.”

We talked about the day's details, paperwork, and Bruce's observations. Eventually, the conversation wound down, and Bruce gathered his belongings.

As he prepared to leave, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. “All right, Bruce, we’ll see you Monday.”

Bruce nodded and smiled. “Thanks, Tim. I’ll see you Monday.”

Perhaps the ghosts will finish their haunting over the weekend.
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After finishing my calls to sales offices around 9:00 PM, I decided Friday night was a good time for a well-deserved break. I walked across the street to the Rag Doll for a beer. I said hello to Jim. There was another bartender I hadn’t seen before. A friendly and attractive blonde woman introduced herself as Emily. She had a warm and welcoming smile. Her blond hair framed her face, and she had a certain allure about her that drew people in. I talked with both of them as the bar filled up.

Jim brought up my haunted house. With a sly grin, he turned to Emily. “You know, Tim lives in that old haunted house across the street.”

Emily’s eyes widened. “Haunted? Really? Tell me more,” she said. She leaned in closer. I could smell her perfume and for a minute I lost my train of thought.

“Well, I’ve heard some strange sounds and seen a few odd things, but I’m not sure I’d call it haunted. There’s the occasional thumping and creaking in the basement, and some scraping noises in the attic, but it’s not a big deal.”

Jim jumped in. “Oh, come on, Tim. That place has quite a reputation. People say it’s been haunted for decades. What’s the creepiest thing that’s happened to you?”

“There were loud thumps in the basement recently. It sounded like someone stomping on the floor. No one was there when I inspected. I asked whatever might be there to quiet down, and it stopped.”

Emily's eyes widened. “That’s fascinating! Have you researched the house’s history or previous residents? That might clarify the unusual events.”

God, that perfume. It smelled so good. Or maybe that was Emily.

“I researched the history, and multiple families lived there over the years. The mayor lived there once. And our UPS man was born upstairs. He told me about that. I don’t know about anyone dying in there, but they probably did.”

Jim was persistent. “Come on, Tim, you can’t tell me they haven’t spooked you.”

I grinned. “Well, I’ll admit that it can be eerie, especially when you’re there alone. But I’ve learned to coexist with whatever might be there. I don’t think they mean any harm. Jim, I’ve had experience with the supernatural since I can remember, as I’ve previously told you. I’ve become used to it.”

The three of us continued to chat about the house and its mysterious occurrences. I could tell that it fascinated Emily, and Jim was enjoying our conversation. Old and new friends filled the bar with warmth. The tales of my haunted house became another intriguing story to share on a Friday night.

After our conversation, I went home, cleaned up, and fell asleep.
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The towering trees that lined the path filled me with awe as I walked beside Sheena, along the soft dirt road. Their branches rustled gently, and birds serenaded us with their sweet songs. The sky stretched above in brilliant blue hues, and the warmth of the day made me grateful for the cooling shade the trees provided.

“Sheena,” I ask, “Why don’t we ever meet in the city anymore?”

Sheena looks at me, her gaze distant and troubled. “Timothy Tibb, it’s still not safe there. Those creatures in yellow raincoats... they’re trying to kill all the people who can fly.”

I stop in my tracks, digesting her words. The threat seems surreal, especially amidst the serene backdrop of nature. But I trust Sheena.

“But why?” I ask. “Why are they after people like me?”

Sheena shakes her head, her dark hair falling over her shoulders. “Some things are difficult to understand, Tim. But we must always be cautious.”

We resume walking; the topic weighing heavily on my mind. Then another thought struck me. “Sheena,” I ask, “are the ghosts in my new house like you? Are they spirit guides?”

She glances at me, her deep dark eyes shimmering with knowledge. “No, Tim. They are souls, just like you and me. But they are not spirit guides.”

“Then what are they doing in my house? Why haven’t they moved on?”

Sheena sighs. “Every soul has its journey, Tim. The spirits in your house might need time to resolve personal issues. Or maybe they are not prepared to move forward."

“Why do they knock things off shelves? Why all the noise?”

Sheena smiles. “Think of them as people with unsaid words and unfinished business. Making noise, moving things around - it’s their way of expressing themselves, of making their presence felt.”

We walk in contemplative silence for a few minutes; the world seeming to slow down. The soft burble of water reaches my ears, and as we round a bend, a serene scene unveils itself. A small, clear river flowing gently, its banks adorned with colorful pebbles and wildflowers.

Spotting a fallen tree beside the river, I motion to it. “Let’s sit for a while?”

Sheena nods, and we make our way over, settling on the tree trunk. The water’s gentle flow is hypnotic, its surface reflecting the blue of the sky and the green of the trees.

We sit side by side. I consider the challenges in my life. For now, the world is peaceful, free from city troubles and creatures in yellow raincoats.

“Thank you, Sheena, for always being there and for guiding me.”

“Always, Tim. Always.”
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Candy’s voice wavered. “Tim, I’ve been thinking. I need some time for myself. I plan to go to Akron on weekends.”

I blinked. But I put aside my questions for the moment. The most important thing was the kids. “All right,” I said. “I’ll be happy to have the kids on the weekends.”

She looked relieved, her shoulders dropping a fraction. “Thank you, Tim. This means a lot.”

The following weekend, I gathered the kids, and we headed to my new place at 121 Granville. I had spent considerable time setting up the upstairs room for our three children. I lined three cozy beds side by side, each with their unique quilt. Sapphire ran to the bed with sunflower patterns, while Colin grabbed the one with star wars print. I helped Avery crawl up into the last one.

“They’re so comfortable, Daddy!” Sapphire said. She bounced on her bed.

After settling in, I treated them. “How about we head out for dinner?” I asked.

Their faces lit up, and soon we were at ‘Mama Lucia’s’, a family-friendly restaurant known for its delicious spaghetti. The kids chatted excitedly.

Post dinner, we headed to the park. Watching them play and laugh, feeling the cool breeze and hearing the rustling leaves, I realized how much I loved these simple moments with them.

As night drew closer, we made our way back to 121 Granville. The children, exhausted but happy, jumped around the house while I took turns cleaning them up in the bathroom. Then they climbed up the stairs like little monkeys and jumped into their beds.

Taking a deep breath, I addressed the attic ghost, “Please, for the sake of my children, be quiet tonight. Let them have a peaceful sleep. I know I said you could have weekends to do your haunting. I didn’t know the schedule would change.”

The night was silent except for the soft snores coming from the children. I put a blanket on the floor in their room and slept on it. I watched them sleeping, the soft glow of the night light casting peaceful shadows. The night passed with silence from the house’s supernatural residents.

Morning came, and the kids were none the wiser about the house’s invisible tenants. We had breakfast, played some board games, and before I knew it, it was time for them to go home to Candy.

As I kissed them goodbye, Colin looked up at me with his big blue eyes, “Daddy, can we come back next weekend? The house is fun!”

I chuckled, ruffling his hair. “Of course, champ. Every weekend. I’ll be here every morning for breakfast and evenings to play on the swing set, except on travel days.”

This became a routine. I had the kids every weekend. I helped with breakfast in the morning and played with them at night before tucking them in. The exception was the three or four days I had to travel. Candy often left me alone with the kids in the evenings, which was fine with me.
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It was Tuesday morning. I took a deep breath before I pushed the heavy door to enter Dagger’s home office.

We reviewed the paperwork. I was relieved that everything was in order. Dagger’s booming voice stopped me as I was about to leave.

“Timmy, I heard you aren’t visiting the offices on weekends anymore. What gives?”

I swallowed hard. “I’ve got the kids every weekend now. Candy’s not around. They’re my responsibility.”

“That’s not my problem. Sales managers can take advantage of us on weekends. ”

“The offices are doing fine, Dagger.”

Dagger set his jaw and frowned. I knew I needed to appease him.

“Dagger, I have my own ways of finding out what occurs in the offices on weekends. The managers know that I’m always watching.”

Dagger froze, his eyes narrowing. “What do you mean by ‘your ways’?”

“Let’s say I’ve got a special connection. I know things.”

Dagger’s face turned a shade paler. He leaned back, clearly unnerved. “You’re talking about that... voodoo stuff, aren’t you?”

I merely shrugged, letting the silence do the talking. I knew Dagger had seen odd things around me, things he couldn’t explain.

The fact was, I couldn’t know everything, but by answering the phone by name when a manager called, or sitting in their rooms for half an hour without them noticing me, they didn’t know what else I could do. It’s possible that the managers may try tricks on weekends when they figure out I’m never there. But my kids were my first choice.

Dagger cleared his throat, his once thunderous voice now shaky. “Keep everyone in line. Just... keep your... ‘friends’ away from me.”

I nodded. “Deal.”

I was happy to win that confrontation. The door shut behind me, and my shoulders relaxed. Every meeting with Dagger was a test of my patience. At least since the last time I tied him up with the energy rope, he hadn’t screamed at me.
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It was Monday morning. Light pierced through the curtains, painting the room in amber. Birds had started their morning chorus, each chirp and trill signaling the dawn of a new day. Inside the house, the atmosphere was calm and hushed.

As I made my way to the basement, the familiar thumping started. It felt like the house’s heartbeat. How many people negotiate with basement ghosts? Perhaps there was a support group for stubborn ghost sufferers.

“Hey there, basement ghost,” I said. I tried to sound as casual as one can when speaking to an unseen presence. “I’ve got a small favor to ask. Bruce is starting today, and I need him to stay. So, could you maybe... I don’t know... keep it down until after 5:00 PM?”

The thumping continued, louder this time. I sighed. “Come on, buddy. Just a few hours? It’d mean a lot to me.”

There was no direct response, only continuous thudding.

“It’ll be only you and me again if he gets scared away. All day. Every day. And you know how much I love to sing when I’m alone.”

After a brief pause, the thumping continued. At least he thought about it for a minute.

“All right, all right, have it your way.” I walked back up the stairs.

After my chat, or attempted chat, with the basement ghost, I headed upstairs. The house was silent as I walked up the creaky wooden steps from the basement. Once I was back on the main floor, I continued to ascend the soft carpeted stairs to the second floor. The atmosphere felt different there—lighter, perhaps? I wasn’t sure.

Reaching the top, I paused before addressing the unseen presence. “Hey, attic ghost,” I said. I cleared my throat. “It’s me, Tim. So, I was wondering if you could do me a solid today. I’ve got a new assistant, Bruce, and he’ll be here until 5:00 PM.

“It’d be great if you could keep things quiet until then. You think you could help me out?”

The air was silent. No sounds, no movements. I took the silence as a hopeful sign.

“Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

I looked at my watch. It was 9:00 AM. When I returned downstairs, the basement ghost quit banging. Seconds ticked by in silence. No thumping, no eerie noises, nothing. It seemed the ghost had listened. I exhaled a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.
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Iheard the back wrought iron security door open. “Morning, Tim,” Bruce said.

“In here, Bruce,” I said.

Bruce entered the assistant’s office, his eyebrows furrowed. “This place... every day, it feels different,” he said. His eyes darted around as if expecting the furniture to suddenly start dancing.

“You’ll get used to it,” I said. I smiled. “Now, let’s get down to business.” I spread out some papers on the desk. “Here are today’s invoices and orders. I’ve jotted down some notes next to the tricky ones. Think you can handle it?”

Bruce leaned in, scanning the paperwork with a nod. “Yeah, I got this. Just like you explained last week.”

“Perfect. If you need me, I’ll be upstairs in my office.” I pointed to the ceiling. I felt good about leaving Bruce alone; the morning was off to a quiet start, and everything felt peaceful.

I climbed the carpeted stairs, settling into my cozy office. The sun streamed through the windows, making patterns on the carpeted floor. It was perfect working conditions. I was getting into a rhythm with my tasks when, about thirty minutes later, a loud shout broke the silence.

“Tim? Are you upstairs?” Bruce asked. His voice echoed through the house, sounding a touch frantic.

Surprised, I stood and hurried down the stairs. “Yeah, Bruce? Everything OK?”

He looked up, his eyes wide. “Did you... um... move some papers around on my desk?”

“No. I’ve been in my office. Why?” I questioned, my eyebrows knitting together in confusion.

Bruce paused. “It’s just... when I went to the bathroom and came back, some papers were on the floor and others were... shuffled. Like someone or... something had gone through them.”

I frowned. Those damned ghosts. “That’s odd. Maybe it was the wind?” I said. I knew that was a weak possibility. Very weak.

Bruce shook his head. “No, all the windows were closed. It was... eerie. Maybe ghosts?”

I sighed. “Well, I don’t know how to explain it. But I doubt it’s ghosts.”

Bruce rubbed his temples. “OK.”

“I sleep here at night, alone, with no problems. We’re safe.”

Bruce looked unsure but tried to smile. “All right, I’ll give it a shot. But I’m outta here if a chair floats.”

We both chuckled at that, and I clapped him on the shoulder. “Deal. Now, let’s get back to work.”

And with that, we both returned to our tasks. I hoped to God a chair wouldn’t float.

Another thirty minutes had passed, and as I was getting engrossed in a challenging task, Bruce’s voice boomed through the house again.

“Tim. Tim, are you there?”

Concerned, I quickly stood, pushing my chair back and heading down the stairs two steps at a time. As I reached the landing, I saw Bruce’s face - eyes wide and darting around the room nervously.

“Did you come downstairs a moment ago?” Bruce asked. He tried to keep his voice steady, though I could hear the underlying tremor.

“No, I’ve been upstairs in my office the whole time,” I said. I looked around, trying to spot anything unusual. “What happened?”

Bruce swallowed hard, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Someone, or... something, walked past the door to my office. I heard footsteps and saw a shadow move. No one was there when I checked. All the doors are locked.”
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His eyes darted back and forth and his fingers drumming nervously on the desk. I tried to keep calm, knowing it was important not to escalate the situation further.

“I promise you, Bruce, I didn’t come downstairs. We’re the only ones here,” I said. “It’s possible you’re working so hard your eyes played tricks on you.”

Bruce fixed his gaze on the doorway, his face pale. “This is... unsettling. Could someone be in the basement?”

I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. “Let’s double-check the basement.”

Together, we moved toward the basement door. The wooden handle felt cool to the touch. With a deep breath, I pushed it open, revealing the dimly lit staircase that led downwards.

Step by step, we descended into the cool, slightly damp atmosphere of the basement. It smelled of old wood, dust, and a faint hint of something metallic. Every footstep seemed to echo, amplifying the sense of unease.

We did a thorough check, looking behind the furnace and boxes stacked haphazardly. Everything appeared normal.

Feeling more confident, I turned to Bruce, attempting a reassuring smile. “See? There’s no one here. Only us.”

Bruce laughed, barely, but frowned at the same time. The kind of laugh to convince yourself it is, in fact, funny. But it’s not.

We began our ascent back to the main floor, and I patted him on the back. I hoped the house would remain peaceful for the rest of the day.

At 5:00 PM, the amber light of the late afternoon streamed through the large windows of 121 Granville Street. I’d grown fond of that soft, golden hour light; it always marked the end of a working day. I descended the staircase, heading to Bruce’s office to see him off. I found him packing his things into a brown leather bag, his movements measured and decisive. He looked up as I entered, his expression a mix of determination and unease.

“Tim,” he began, taking a deep breath, “I’ve given it some thought, and I don’t think I can work here. This place... it’s not normal.”

I frowned, feeling a sinking sensation in my stomach. I’d hoped the day’s events wouldn't lead to this. “Bruce, I know today was unusual, but the house can be peaceful. You’re a brilliant assistant, and I hoped you’d stay on.”

Bruce gave a sad smile, his gaze drifting to the window. “It’s not only about today, Tim. This place feels weird to me, like I’m constantly watched. I swear I heard someone breathing behind me today. It’s not a suitable environment for me.”

I took a step closer, trying to convey my sincerity. “I get it, Bruce. It’s not for everyone. But the house’s quirks can become endearing. And you... you’ve been fitting in so well with the work. I’d hate to lose you over something like this.”

Bruce sighed, closing his bag and slinging it over his shoulder. “I appreciate the sentiment, Tim. I do. But I’d be on edge with every noise or shadow. That’s no way to work.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “Can I change your mind somehow? Maybe we could set up a space for you outside the house? Use the outbuilding?”

Bruce shook his head, his decision firm. “No, Tim. My mind’s made up. I need to be somewhere that I feel comfortable, somewhere predictable.”

We stood in silence for a moment.

Finally, I extended my hand. “I understand, Bruce. I’m sorry it didn’t work out. Thank you for your time here.”

Bruce grasped my hand, his grip firm and warm. “Thank you, Tim. This house, it’s special. I hope you find someone who appreciates it as much as you do.”

Bruce frowned and looked over his shoulder before making his way out. I watched him go, feeling a mix of sadness and understanding. As the door closed behind him, the house seemed to sigh, its old timbers creaking softly.

I took a moment to gather my thoughts before going upstairs. It was time to call the next victim, I mean, the next prospective assistant on my list.
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It was Mark’s first day of his two-week trial. After he came in at 8:00 AM and I trained him on his work, I went upstairs, hoping the ghosts would like Mark. I remembered the hippies and their hour long seance. They wanted to see the ghosts. But the ghosts ignored them. Yet my corporate employees got ghostly action without even trying. I laughed. It seemed the ghosts had a sense of humor.

The clock on the wall steadily ticked away, marking the passing hours. It was one of those rare days at 121 Granville Street, where ghostly shenanigans were absent. Not a thump from the basement nor a scrape from the attic reached my ears. As the day approached its end, I couldn’t help but feel a mix of relief and hope. Mark’s presence may have brought a calming aura.

At promptly 5:00 PM, I descended the staircase to bid Mark farewell for the day. He was neatly organizing his desk, stacking up paperwork in orderly piles.

“Hey, Mark, how was your first day?” I asked.

Mark looked up, his face reflecting a calm contentment. “It was good, Tim. Thanks for asking. It’s a peaceful place you have here.”

“Glad you had a smooth start. See you tomorrow?”

“Definitely,” Mark said. He smiled, grabbed his coat, and headed for the door. “Have a good evening, Tim.”

With Mark gone, the silence of the house felt even more profound. The walls held their breath, awaiting an event. What the heck were those ghosts up to?

Seeking some company and a change of scenery, I crossed the street to my regular haunt, (well my second regular haunt), the Rag Doll Saloon. The soft amber lights of the establishment cast a warm and inviting glow.

As I walked in, the familiar scent of aged wood and the faint hum of chatter welcomed me. I immediately spotted Jim and Emily. Both were busy pouring drinks and chatting with patrons, but upon seeing me, they smiled.

“Tim.” Jim called, raising his hand in greeting. “Long time no see. What’s been happening at the haunted mansion?”

“Yeah, spill the beans! Any new ghost stories?” Emily asked.

I grinned, pulling up a stool by the bar. “You’re in for a treat. The house has been... let’s say, particularly active.”

Jim leaned forward. “Oh? Do tell.”

Taking a deep breath, I launched into the tale of Bruce’s short-lived tenure. I recounted the mysterious footsteps he’d heard, the feeling of being watched. Emily and Jim hung on to every word, their expressions a mix of fascination and disbelief.

“That’s wild.” Emily said. “I can’t believe Bruce left so soon.”

Jim nodded, pouring me a drink. “I always knew your house was special. So, any new assistant on board?”

With a smile, I responded, “Yes, actually. Mark started today. And guess what? It was all quiet on the spectral front.”

They both laughed, with Jim saying, “Maybe the ghosts took a liking to Mark. Or they’re plotting their next move.” We all laughed.

We continued chatting into the evening, the atmosphere in the Rag Doll Saloon always a welcome respite from business as usual. After enjoying myself, I said goodbye to Emily and Jim and went back to 121 Granville. I was ready to sleep.
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The moment I settled into my bed, the ghosts interrupted the serenity of the night. The soft scraping from the attic, like a chair being dragged. Not long after, the basement countered with a rhythmic banging, echoing upward through the house’s aged foundation.

For the first few minutes, I lay there, sheets pulled up to my chin, listening to the duo’s nightly performance. It was a strange symphony, with the attic ghost on strings and the basement spirit on percussion. Since they'd given me a quiet day, I figured I owed them a little time to play their eerie tunes.

However, after half an hour of their relentless ghostly jam session, my patience waned. My eyelids were heavy, and the need for sleep was growing stronger.

“All right, that’s enough,” I said. My voice echoed slightly in the quiet room. “I appreciate your restraint today, but I need some sleep now.”

The scraping and banging stopped simultaneously. The resulting silence was almost deafening in its abruptness. I sighed with relief, turned onto my side, and pulled the blanket closer, hoping to drift into a peaceful slumber at last.

But then it started—a new sound, distinct from the familiar antics of my basement and attic ghosts. A slower, deliberate scraping noise, like something heavy being dragged. It was softer but sharper.

“Hey,” I said, “can we please keep it down?”

But the scraping continued, undeterred by my plea. After a few minutes, I couldn’t take it anymore. Throwing the blankets aside, I sat up, trying to pinpoint the source of the sound. It sounded closer, not from the attic or basement, but from the main floor.

Curiosity piqued, and partly annoyed, I got out of bed. Padding softly on the carpeted floor of my bedroom, I strained my ears. The sound was clearer now, unmistakably coming from downstairs.

There it was again—the slow, methodical scraping. The stillness of the night heightened the sensation. It differed from the playful antics of my known spectral roommates.

As I stood at the top of the stairs, peering into the dimly lit hallway below, the sound echoed upward, beckoning me to its source. I took a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever new mystery awaited me in the depths of 121 Granville Street.

Descending the staircase, each step seemed to creak louder than the last, echoing throughout the dimly lit hallways. The scraping noise grew clearer with every step I took. I wanted to know the source. Yet, I was apprehensive about learning the truth. I wasn’t afraid of ghosts. I was, however, afraid of human intruders.

Reaching the foot of the stairs, I paused, trying to discern the exact origin of the unsettling noise. The sound was strongest in the bathroom. The once faint noise had become pronounced, reminiscent of someone etching a message onto the decades old iron claw-footed tub.

That would have been the perfect time to discover my basement and attic ghosts were martial arts experts and had my back.
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Taking a moment to gather myself, I took a deep breath and approached the bathroom door. The scraping continued, seemingly unabated by my proximity. My hand hesitated on the doorknob, uncertainty prickling at the back of my mind. I opened the door.

The dim light from the hallway cast an elongated shadow on the bathroom tiles. But even as I stepped inside, the scraping didn’t cease. In fact, it seemed even louder, as if amplified within the confined space.

No humans, thankfully. As far as I could see. But then my gaze shifted to the old tub, hidden behind the heavy shower curtain. The sound was unmistakably emanating from there.

Oh my god, maybe the intruder is inside the shower curtains. Where are my backup ghosts when I need them?

Hesitantly, my hand reached for the curtain. My heart beat like a rabbit running and I held my breath, preparing for some unearthly revelation.

With a swift motion, I yanked the curtain aside.

To my surprise, the tub was empty. No apparition, no human, nothing that could account for the noise. The sound continued from within the iron tub, filling the room.

Still, I breathed easy again. But my curiosity piqued again. Where was that sound coming from?

I leaned down, bringing my ear close to the tub, trying to understand. The noise grew clearer—a rhythmic scraping, as if someone or something tried to communicate. I looked under the tub. Nothing was there.

Summoning up courage, I addressed it. “Hey, can you please stop? I need some sleep.”

And just like that, the scraping ceased, plunging the bathroom into an eerie silence.

Still a bit shaken, I slowly backed out of the bathroom, casting one last glance at the tub. I returned to my bed wondering what the heck that was?

Despite the evening’s ghostly interruptions, sleep came easily. The distant hoot of an owl or the rustle of the wind outside occasionally interrupted the quiet of the house. To me, it was a gentle lullaby.

The next morning, sun streamed through the windows, painting the rooms of 121 Granville Street in a soft golden glow. Birds chirped outside, adding to the serenity of the morning. Inside, an unusual calm pervaded the house. Neither the attic nor the basement ghost made a sound, and I hoped against hope that they'd taken a liking to Mark.

Promptly at 8:00 AM, the front door opened and in walked Mark, holding a coffee in hand. “Morning, Tim,” he said. He sported a cheerful smile.

“Good morning, Mark. Hope you had a good rest,” I said.

Once Mark settled into his desk, I excused myself, heading to my office upstairs. The house remained quiet, and with each passing minute, my hope grew. Maybe, just maybe, the ghosts had finally given someone a break.

But that hope was short-lived.

About half an hour into my work, a cacophonous crash echoed from below. It was as if a storm had erupted inside the house. Startled, I leaped out of my chair, nearly tripping over my own feet in my haste. The noise seemed to originate from the PEEL showroom.

Rushing downstairs, my heart thumping loudly in my chest, I entered the product room. A scene of utter chaos greeted me. Three shelves that once held the neatly arranged PEEL products were now bare, their contents strewn haphazardly across the floor. Bottles, boxes, and packets lay everywhere, some broken, spilling their contents.

Mark stood in the middle of it all, eyes wide in disbelief, his face pale. He slowly turned to me, his voice quivering. “Tim, what happened? I heard the noise and came running... but how...?”

I took a deep breath, realizing that any facade of normalcy was shattered. “Mark, this house... it’s haunted. We have a couple of resident ghosts. They’ve been causing disturbances for some time now.”

Mark blinked. “Haunted? Seriously? Ghosts? You’re not joking, are you?”

Shaking my head, I replied, “I wish I was. Sarah, Emma, Bruce—they all left because of them. I hoped they’d give you a chance. I’m sorry, Mark.”

Mark stared at the mess, then at me. “I…I can’t work here, Tim,” he finally said, his voice filled with a mix of fear and regret. “I mean, I thought this was a normal office job. I wasn’t signing up for... for this.”

“I understand,” I said. Once again, a promising candidate fell victim to the house's spectral residents.

Mark gathered his things, his movements swift. “I’m sorry, Tim,” he said. He headed for the door. “Best of luck with... everything.”

He disappeared, leaving me in the clutter and silence, pondering if anyone would tolerate ghosts.
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The next day, the light of another morning bathed 121 Granville Street. After the repeated resignations, I was weary. It felt like the house was almost holding its breath, waiting for the next upheaval.

I dialed Patty’s number, hoping against hope that the last candidate would be different. After a few rings, she answered.

“Hello, this is Patty.”

“Hey Patty, it’s Tim from 121 Granville. I’d like to offer you the assistant’s position. Can you start tomorrow?”

There was a brief pause. “Sure,” she said. She didn’t ask about the turnover rate or what might’ve driven her predecessors away. Perhaps she didn’t know, or perhaps she didn’t care. Either way, I was grateful.

The next morning, Patty arrived right on time, her demeanor calm and composed. I walked her through the paperwork and gave her a brief tour of the old house. She silently absorbed the details, nodding occasionally, her face revealing nothing.

Once she was settled, I retreated to my upstairs office. After about an hour, my phone rang, jarring me from my concentration. It was the Whitehall manager with an urgent matter that needed my in-person attention.

Walking down the stairs, I poked my head into Patty’s office. “Patty, there’s a situation at the Whitehall office. I’ll need to step out for a bit.”

She looked up, unfazed. “All right, I’ll hold down the fort here.”

I was away for about two hours. As I approached the house on my return, I steeled myself, expecting to find Patty in a state of distress or possibly even gone. But, to my surprise, I walked into an atmosphere of quiet efficiency.

I entered Patty’s office. “Hey, how’s everything going?” I asked.

She didn’t look up immediately, focusing on completing the form she was filling out. When she did finally glance up, her face was calm. "Everything is fine except for the doors opening and shutting, the banging noises, and the translucent figure in the hall."

I blinked in shock. “You... saw the ghosts? And you’re... OK with it?”

She shrugged. “Grandma said there’s more to life than meets the eye. As long as they don’t bother me, I won’t bother them.”

Relief flooded me. After so many trials, it seemed like I’d finally found someone who could cope with the house’s eccentricities. “You remind me a bit of my old assistant, Sammie,” I told her, smiling for the first time in days. “She had a tough demeanor too. Let nothing faze her.”

Patty grinned back. “Then I guess I’m in good company. Let’s see how this goes, yeah?”

And with that simple affirmation, the house of 121 Granville Street found its balance once more. The spirits seemed to sense it, too. Patty’s presence made their antics more playful and less menacing. It was as if they'd finally met their match.

That evening, the neon sign of the Rag Doll Saloon illuminated the street with a warm and welcoming glow. The cozy establishment, with its dark wood interior and vintage decor, was always my refuge after a long day, tonight included.

Opening the door, I was greeted with friendly chatter, melodies from the jukebox, and Jim and Emily behind the bar. Their smiles broadened when they spotted me.

“Ah, the haunted house landlord himself,” Jim teased with a twinkle in his eye as he poured a draft beer. “Joining us for a nightcap?”

Emily, with her apron neatly tied and her hair pulled back, looked at me with a mix of curiosity and concern. “Hey, Tim. How’s the house treating you? You look a tad more relaxed today.”

Settling into my usual spot at the bar, I took a sip of my beer, relishing the crisp taste. “You won’t believe the week I’ve had,” I said. I recounted the dramatic events that unfolded with Mark, and how he quit because the ghosts had knocked products off of the shelves.

Jim whistled, shaking his head in disbelief. “Man, Tim, that house of yours is something else. I feel for you, having to go through assistant after assistant.”

Emily sighed, her gaze sympathetic. “It must be tough constantly having to train new employees, only for them to leave because of those pesky spirits.”

I took another sip of my beer before continuing. “But wait, the story doesn’t end there. I hired another assistant today, Patty. She’s... different.”

Jim raised an eyebrow. “Different how?”

With a grin, I launched into the tale of Patty’s calm response to the ghostly antics. “She heard doors opening and shutting, heard the banging noises, even spotted a ghost strolling down the hall. And you know what? She’s not bothered in the least.”

Emily’s eyes widened in surprise. “You’re kidding. You’ve found someone who isn’t scared of the ghosts?”

I nodded. “Seems like it. Patty’s got this tough demeanor, kind of reminds me of Sammie.”

Jim snorted. “Oh, that’s brilliant! It’s about time those ghosts met their match.”

“To Patty.” Emily said, raising her glass. “May she be the one to bring peace to 121 Granville.”

“To Patty,” Jim and I said. We clinked our glasses together.

We all laughed at the absurd situation. It was nice to have friends like Jim and Emily.

After a few hours and another beer, I bid my friends goodbye. I made my way across the street, grateful for the brief respite.
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The room was a neutral beige, set up for delicate discussions. There was an air of palpable tension between me and Candy as we sat opposite one another, the two lawyers sitting in the middle, poised to help us reach a compromise. Chris James was the attorney representing me, and I'd paid for an attorney of Candy’s choice by the name of Jack Barlow.

I cleared my throat. “I want this to go smoothly for both of us, especially the kids. I’m willing to give you half of everything we own. On top of that, I can provide $3,000 per month for child support. My only request is that you live in Gahanna with the children, and I get liberal visitation.”

Candy looked up, jaw set and frowning. “Why Gahanna?”

“It’s close to where I’ll be, which will make it easier for visitations,” I said. “I want to support them, Candy, as much as possible.”

She nodded. “Okay, but I need to see what ‘half of everything’ looks like.”

Taking a deep breath, I pulled out several documents from my folder. “All right. Here’s a full disclosure of our assets.”

Candy’s eyes widened as I listed them out.

“We have five rental properties, bringing in a net profit of $1,000 each month. The equity of those properties sums up to $100,000. PEEL is thriving, with annual sales of $2 million and a $400,000 profit.”

“The telemarketing companies are a sizeable chunk, too. They have yearly sales of three million and a profit margin of $300,000. Then there’s my 401k, under Dagger’s company. It’s got $500,000 in it.”

Candy looked shell-shocked, but I wasn’t done.

“I also have a raw six-acre piece of land valued at $150,000, and you know about our 60-acre forest which is worth around $100,000. And in our bank accounts, combined, we have 2.2 million dollars.”

Candy sat silently, mouth open, staring at the reports. “Tim,” she whispered, her voice full of disbelief, “I didn’t know we were this... wealthy.”

I looked down at the floor. “I tried to keep our finances stable and growing. For us, our future, and the kids.”

“When I asked for a new car, you said we couldn’t afford it. You were lying to me,” Candy said. She crossed her arms.

“Candy, I’m careful with our money. That’s why we have it. I wasn’t lying.”

“How do I get half of a house?” Candy asked.

“I recommend you take the five rental properties, the six-acre lot, half of my 401K and half of the 2.2 million in the bank. I’ll keep the 60-acre forest and the businesses. The businesses aren’t worth anything if I’m not managing them.”

Candy took a moment, her face reflecting a whirlwind of emotions - surprise and realization. Her lawyer leaned to her and whispered in her ear. Candy nodded. “All right, Tim,” she said. "I'll take that. But I want to ensure that me and the children are taken care of.”

“Absolutely,” I said. I nodded, relief flooding me. “The kids are my priority, too. I want them to have a stable environment and be close to them.”

The lawyers chimed in. “It’s heartening to see you both come to an understanding for the sake of your children. We can draft the divorce terms accordingly.”

Candy’s lawyer asked for a list of the assets. Chris gave him a copy.

I left the meeting with a heavy heart but was happy to have an agreement. We had assets aplenty, but our most valuable treasures were our children.
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The warm sunlight of a Tuesday afternoon streamed through the tall, ornate windows of Dagger’s sprawling home. His office, decorated with dark wooden furniture and gaudy antiques, always felt like stepping back in time. Or into an upscale junkyard. I took a deep breath as I pushed open the heavy door.

Dagger, ever the intimidating figure, sat behind his massive desk. “Timmy,” he said, gesturing for me to take a seat. “Let’s get these closeouts done.”

After sorting the paperwork and winding down business discussions, I shared good news. “Dagger, after cycling through five different assistants, I think I’ve finally found one that fits the bill.”

Dagger raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Her name’s Patty,” I said. “She’s efficient, smart, and quick to adapt. I’ve got a good feeling about her.”

Dagger leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “Good. She should start reporting to me tomorrow.”

My heart skipped a beat. “What? Why?”

Dagger smirked. “Well, if she’s as good as you say, I want her working for me.”

“No, Dagger,” I said. My shock morphed into defiance. “I hired Patty as my assistant. She doesn’t work for you.”

He leaned forward. “Everything in this company, including your assistant, falls under my jurisdiction.”

I took a deep breath, summoning my courage. “I hired Patty. I trained her. I won’t subject her to your... methods. She’s a valuable asset to my team, and I won’t let her be another one of your targets.”

Dagger’s face contorted with anger. “You think you can dictate terms to me?”

“No,” I said. I tried to remain calm. “I want to ensure that my team can work without fear. You know how you can be, Dagger. It’s not fair to put Patty under that pressure.”

Dagger’s eyes glinted with a mix of rage and amusement. “So, you’re protective of this Patty. Interesting.”

“I’m protective of all my employees. They deserve respect.”

A tense silence filled the room. Dagger seemed to gauge my resolve. After what felt like an eternity, he leaned back, offering a begrudging nod. “Fine. Patty can remain your assistant. But if she ever steps out of line, you’ll be the one answering for it.”

I exhaled. “Thank you, Dagger.” And then I wondered why the hell I thanked him.

He waved. “Let’s wrap this up. We’ve wasted enough time on trivial matters.”

The rest of the meeting was a blur. I couldn’t help but feel a surge of gratitude for the minor victory. Patty was safe from Dagger’s influence, at least for now. As I stepped out of his grand home, the cool evening breeze felt like a comforting embrace.
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The days after Candy and I agreed on terms for the divorce were peaceful. We no longer had disagreements. We had a mutual understanding regarding the children. Those six months were smoother than I’d ever imagined they could be.

Every weekend, Candy went to Akron. On my end, the weekends soon became my sanctuary, a time dedicated to the kids and me. On Saturdays, we'd have a delicious pancake breakfast where we could choose our own toppings. Sometimes, I’d plan outings—a day at the zoo, a movie, a picnic, or wandering about in the local park. The sound of their laughter, their stories, their joys became the highlight of my weeks.

I no longer went to Candy’s house to help with the kids. It had become awkward being around Candy. Many times on weekdays, Candy would call me, saying she needed a break, so I took the kids to my place or a nearby park. Most of these nights, they stayed overnight with me. I was happy to spend time with the kids Candy wanted to give up.

Because I had the children so often, I needed a larger place than my haunted house for them. I rented a town home and furnished it. Sapphire had her own bedroom, and the boys shared the other. We had a full kitchen for cooking evening meals and breakfast. I put clothing for them in the closets. If they stayed overnight on a school day, I took Colin, who was now in second grade, and Sapphire, who was in kindergarten, to school. I would then take Avery back to Candy. The days I was in town, I'd pick them up from school and take them to Candy’s house on Ashford Glenn, our previous marital home.

Mornings were my favorite, helping them dress, have breakfast, and just being there, listening to their chatter. Nights were about winding down, tucking them into bed, listening to the tales of their day, and sometimes a bedtime story if they demanded one.

Most importantly, Candy’s temper was under control. Having a cheerful mother was good for the kids. The kids never mentioned her blowing up like she had before when she was a full-time mother.

Of course, it wasn’t all rainbows and sunshine. There were moments of exhaustion, days when it all felt overwhelming.

Looking back, those six months were the best six months in our marriage. I liked the calm. I didn’t miss the drama.

We hadn't completed the divorce, but our lawyers were working on it. Mostly, her lawyer, at my expense.
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The evening was settling in, casting shadows over the historic district of Gahanna. I stepped off my porch to make my way to the Rag Doll Saloon for relaxation. As I reached the front sidewalk, I noticed a woman with dark hair locking up the shop next to the main building. With its quaint storefront and vintage charm, it had always intrigued me.

“You must be Deena,” I said. I approached her. “I’m Tim, the new landlord.”

She looked up, her piercing eyes studying me briefly before breaking into a warm smile. “Yes, I’m Deena. Nice to meet you, Tim.”

“I’ve been curious about the shop, and I’m glad to meet you. I’m heading across the street to the Rag Doll for a beer. Would you like to join me?”

Deena nodded after thinking for a moment. “Why not? I’ve never been there before.”

As we crossed the street together, the neon lights of the Rag Doll Saloon beckoned us, painting our path in a warm glow. Upon entering, the familiar hum of conversations and the soft tunes of the jukebox greeted us. Jim and Emily, the bartenders, were chatting with a group at the bar.

“Hey, Tim,” Jim said. “Back again? Who’s your friend?”

“Jim, Emily, this is Deena,” I said. “She runs the shop next to my place.”

Emily’s eyes widened. “Oh, you’re the one with the nail salon. Lovely to meet you, Deena. What can I get you?”

Deena hesitated, scanning the menu briefly. “I’ll try a white wine, please.”

As we sat at the bar, the soft glow of the overhead lamps gave the space a cozy ambiance. The indistinct murmur of conversations provided a comfortable background for our chat.

“So, Deena, what’s the story behind your shop?” I asked.

She had a smile and wide eyes. “I wanted a salon. So I rented your building about four years ago.”

There was a comfortable silence that had settled between Deena and me. I felt warm around her. Perhaps it was from the dim lighting, background chatter, or beer.

Deena set her wine down after a sip and looked at me. “Tim, are you married?”

I hesitated for a moment. Something about Deena made me open up. “Well, technically, yes. I’m legally separated and I’m in the divorce process.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said.

She looked up and to the right and then back at me. “Can I ask why you two are splitting up?”

I took a deep breath. “It’s complicated, but Candy wants a different life. A life I’m not comfortable with. She wants to... explore other relationships. Become a swinger.”

“Oh... that’s quite a revelation,” Deena said. She raised one eyebrow.

I sighed, swirling the remnants of my beer in the glass. “It was for me, too. The worst part was discovering she’d been attending these... sex parties in Akron for months behind my back.”

There was another pause. Deena placed her hand gently on mine. “Tim, that sounds incredibly tough. No one deserves that kind of betrayal."

I looked up, meeting her gaze. “Thank you, Deena. It’s been a challenge, but I believe everything happens for a reason. Maybe life redirected me this way.”

“That’s a mature viewpoint. It takes strength to move forward after such a revelation,” Deena said.

Deena took a slow sip of her wine, her gaze thoughtfully fixed on me. “Tim, have you dated anyone since... well, since everything happened with Candy?”

I shook my head. “No.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Why not?”

The question was simple. I pondered for a bit, searching for the right words. “Well, I had opportunities to date other women our entire marriage. But I believed it was wrong.”

Deena tilted her head, studying me. “But Candy cheated on you. Couldn’t you do the same?”

I sighed, taking a long drink from my glass. “Just because Candy made certain choices doesn’t mean I should, too. She doesn’t dictate my values or my actions.”

“That’s an admirable stance, Tim. It shows a lot about your character.”

“I believe in doing the right thing, regardless of others’ actions.”

Deena smiled. “It’s refreshing to hear that.”

I leaned back in my seat, feeling a bit more relaxed. “Life’s too short to spend it reacting to the actions of others. I want to make choices based on what I believe is right, not in response to someone else’s wrongs.”

We enjoyed a moment of comfortable silence, lost in thought, while sipping our drinks. The gentle hum of conversations around us seemed to blend into the background.
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Deena finally broke the silence. “You know, Tim, I’ve been through my fair share of challenges in relationships. And hearing you speak about your experiences, your values... it’s heartwarming. It gives me hope that there are still genuine, good-hearted people out there.”

I met her gaze, a soft smile forming on my lips. “Thank you, Deena. We all have our stories, our scars. But it’s how we choose to move forward that truly defines us.”

The dim glow of the Rag Doll Saloon surrounded Deena and me as we sank deeper into our conversation, our voices blending with the soft murmur of other patrons.

“So, now that you’re legally separated, do you plan to date again?” Deena asked.

I hesitated, holding my beer mug halfway between the bar and my mouth. “I haven’t thought about it. I’m not divorced yet. It feels premature, you know?”

Deena leaned back, her fingers tapping lightly on her glass. “You know, I’ve always felt that a marriage certificate, that piece of paper, it doesn’t define a relationship. It’s the commitment, the bond between two people, that truly matters.”

“You might be onto something. But there’s this... guilt, I guess. The idea of moving on before everything’s settled,” I said.

Deena nodded slowly. “I get that. But think about it, Tim. You’ve already made a clear, legal statement that you won’t be continuing a romantic relationship with Candy. Why should you put your life on hold? You deserve happiness, a chance to find love again.”

I felt a pull in my chest, a mix of hope and uncertainty. “It’s just... I’ve been with Candy for so long. Starting over with someone new feels... daunting.”

Deena again put her hand on mine. “Life’s unpredictable, Tim. While it’s important to respect the past, it’s equally crucial to look forward. You’ve moved on. It’s OK to allow yourself happiness again.”

Her words resonated deep within me, filling a void I hadn’t realized was there. “You’re right. Maybe I’ve been holding onto these self-imposed barriers for too long. It might be time to start fresh.”

She grinned, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “That’s what I like to hear. Remember, it’s your life. The choices you make should be about your happiness.”

“Yes, I agree, as long as my children are happy. That’s more important,” I said.

The conversation between Deena and me was veering into uncharted territory. After a pause, Deena leaned forward with a playful smirk on her face.

“Tim, are you rich enough to take me to a fancy restaurant?” She smiled and squinted her eyes.

Laughing, I looked at her, catching the underlying question. “Are you asking me out?”

“A fancy restaurant would be a good indicator of a date, right?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Well, to answer your question, I can indeed afford any restaurant in town.”

“It’s been a while since a handsome man has treated me to a fancy dinner.” Deena sipped her wine while looking at me thru the top of her eyes. She was flirting with me.

“Deena, if we go out, it would be my first date in 13 years.”

Her eyes widened, and she smiled. “Well then, it seems we both have something to look forward to.”
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As I locked up 121 Granville Street, I saw Deena approaching. She was holding a piece of paper.

“Hey, Tim. Here’s the rent,” she said. She smiled and handed me a check.

“Thanks, Deena,” I said. “I’m headed to the Rag Doll for a drink. Care to join me?”

Her eyes lit up a bit. “Sure.”

Together, we made our way across the street. The Saloon had a welcoming ambiance with dimmed lights and the faint sound of a country song playing in the background. Jim and Emily were behind the counter, arranging glasses.

“Hey, Tim.” Jim said. He grinned and Emily waved. “And you brought company. Hi there, Deena.”

“Hi. Yes, Tim invited me over,” Deena said. She smiled and waved back at Emily.

We settled onto bar stools. Emily was stretching to hang wine glasses. She looked at me. “How’re your ghosts doing, Tim?”

Deena looked at me, then at Emily, her eyebrows raised in surprise. “Ghosts?”

I laughed. “Well, it’s quite the story. Ever since I moved into 121 Granville Street, I’ve had my fair share of encounters with our resident spirits. They’re quite... lively.”

“He means they’re mischievous,” Jim said. “Always making noises, knocking things over.”

“Seriously?” Deena asked. Her eyes were wide.

“Yeah,” I said. “You'd hear doors open and shut, but they were all locked. It’s like they enjoy playing tricks. In my office one night, I heard footsteps coming up the stairs. I thought maybe I'd forgotten to lock the doors. I wasn’t expecting anyone. But I thought maybe it was one of my state managers. The steps halted at the door. No response when I asked who was there. I got up and found nobody. I went downstairs to check the doors. They were all locked.”

Deena looked fascinated. “Have you ever seen them?”

“No. Never seen them, only heard them. Although two of my assistants have. Which is why one of them quit. Sometimes it’s only some innocent noisemaking, but other times, they knock an entire shelf of products onto the floor. It’s a real mess.”

She took a sip of her drink, looking ahead. “That’s both creepy and intriguing. Are you ever scared?”

I shrugged. “No, I quit fearing ghosts when I was twenty-four. They’re more of a nuisance than a threat.”

Jim laughed. “At least they keep things interesting for you.”

“I suppose every place has its quirks,” Deena said.

“Except my quirks make noise and scare my workers,” I said.

Deena looked thoughtful for a moment. “Have you ever tried communicating with them? Asking them why they’re here or if they need something?”

Emily nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

“Well, I communicate, but they don’t communicate back. Some people held a seance in my place to contact the ghosts. Did I tell you about that?”

Emily’s eyes widened. “No. What happened?”

“Yeah, tell us, Tim,” Jim said.

I grinned. “So, a group of young hippies, artists types, wanted to communicate with my ghosts through a seance.”

Deena looked both fascinated and amused. “Did the ghosts respond?”

I shook my head. “Not during the seance, no. The hippies set up in my front room with candles, incense, and everything. They chanted and called, asking the spirits to communicate. The house was mockingly quiet for an hour.”

Jim chuckled. “The ghosts were probably laughing at them.”

Emily nudged him. “Jim. Be nice.”

Deena was trying to hide her grin. “So, the seance was a dud?”

I nodded. “Seemed like it. They got no response. But, as soon as the hippies left, the basement ghost started its usual banging, and up in the attic, the scraping began.”

Jim laughed. “So, your ghosts have a sense of humor.”

“Maybe they don’t like being called out,” Emily said.

Deena looked thoughtful, sipping her drink. “It’s interesting, you know? Maybe they don’t want direct communication.”

I shrugged. “Could be. I ask them things, but I don’t get an answer.”

She tilted her head. “You know, I’ve had some strange occurrences in my little building, too. A few times, late at night, I’ve heard knocking. I brushed it off, thinking it might be some plumbing issue or the building settling. But maybe the noises I hear are ghosts, too.”

“Maybe it’s the place’s history. Old buildings, lots of stories,” Jim said.

Everyone nodded.
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Itook a deep breath. “You know, I’ve always felt I’ve had three spirits, or ghosts, or spirit guides with me since I was born.”

Deena raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

Jim looked skeptical. “Like guardian angels?”

I nodded. “Something like that. They’ve always been around, watching over me, ensuring I’m OK.”

Emily’s eyes widened. “Could they be the ghosts in your house?”

I shook my head. “Definitely not. The antics they play? That’s not their style. They’re more protective, subtler in their actions.”

“I see,” Emily said.

“Though there’s a catch. If I ever doubt their existence, think maybe they’re figments of my imagination, they have a way of reminding me they’re very much real.”

Deena leaned forward. “How so?”

I grinned, glad to have such a captive audience. “Well, here’s one that happens frequently. Imagine me in a mall or a crowded place. I’ll park my car, do my thing, and then come back. A majority of the time, people are entering or exiting cars next to mine.”

Jim frowned. “That’s a coincidence, right?”

I shook my head. “At first, I thought so too. When it happens consistently over decades, it’s highly unlikely to be a coincidence. The odds are astronomical. It’s virtually impossible.”

Emily squinted, her eyebrows turned in. “So you’re saying these spirits... guide these people to their cars at that exact time?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know how they do it, but it’s one way they remind me they’re around, watching out for me.”

Jim frowned. “That’s wild. I’ve never heard of that before.”

“Me neither,” Deena said.

“Well, sometimes they steal things and put them back to get my attention,” I said.

“What? For real?” Deena asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I could tell you many crazy stories about things disappearing and then reappearing over my lifetime. But only a few weeks ago, they stole my hand lotion.”

“Why would a ghost want hand lotion?” Emily asked. We all laughed.

“They wanted to get my attention. I had this jar of homemade lotion I keep on my desk. When I reached to use it, it was gone. I always keep it in the same place on my desk. I thought maybe I walked away with it and set it somewhere without thinking. Over the next two weeks, I kept looking through all the building for it.”

“Then what?” Jim asked.

“Mind you, I was alone in the building. I was working at my desk and suddenly the jar appeared right in front of my keyboard. While I was sitting there,” I said.

“Whoa. No way,” Jim said.

“Way,” I said.

“So, what else do they do?” Emily asked.

“Lots of things,” I said. “One of the most common things is Sheena—she’s the spirit that communicates with me the most—whispering in my ear.”

Deena tilted her head. “Whispering? Like, actual words?”

I nodded. “Yeah. It might sound odd, but it’s kind of become normal for me over the years. For instance, if my phone rings, Sheena often tells me who’s calling.”

Jim snorted. “That’s a pretty handy trick.”

Emily grinned. “You’ve got a spiritual spy. That’s hilarious.”

“It is, isn’t it? But it’s helpful. It keeps my managers in line. And it scares the shit out of my partner. Bonus.” I laughed.

“With all these conveniences, I’d want a Sheena of my own,” Deena said.

The laughter and light-hearted banter continued for a bit, but then I shared something deeper, something more personal. “There’s something else about Sheena, and it’s a bit more... intense.”

All eyes were on me, the playful atmosphere replaced by genuine interest.
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“Ihave these dreams,” I said, “but they’re not like regular dreams. They feel more real, as if they’re happening in another reality.”

Emily blinked. “Another reality? Like an alternate universe or something?”

I shrugged. “It’s hard to explain. It’s not only images or vague sensations like in regular dreams. These are... tangible. I can feel, touch, even smell things. And everything’s in vivid detail.”

“So, in these dreams, what happens? Is it random stuff or...?” Jim asked.

I took a deep breath. “Sheena’s there. In these dreams, she’s as real as any of you. We sit, talk, and have full-blown conversations. It’s like we’re catching up, like old friends.”

Deena’s eyes widened. “That’s... intense. So, you actually ‘see’ her in these dreams?”

“Yeah. It’s not only a voice in my ear anymore. She has a form, a presence. It’s incredibly surreal,” I said.

Deena stretched her arms and let out a soft yawn. “It’s been great, but I think I need to head home.”

I nodded. “Of course. Let me walk you to your car.”

We stood and, with a wave and a few farewells, left Emily and Jim to their evening routine at the Rag Doll Saloon.

The night was cool. Crickets chirped as we crossed the street. The soft glow from the streetlights gave everything a muted, ethereal feel.

Deena looked at my building with a curious glint in her eye. “Do you think I could hear your ghosts? You’ve got me curious now.”

“You’re welcome to come in, but I can’t promise they’ll perform on cue.”

Unlocking the back door, I pushed it open, allowing Deena to step in first. Almost immediately, a rhythmic banging echoed from below. It was the unmistakable sound of the basement ghost.

Deena’s eyes widened. “Wow, you weren’t kidding.”

I nodded toward the scattered PEEL products on the floor. “And there are our mischievous ghosts making their presence known.”

She leaned down, picking up one bottle, examining it as if looking for some ghostly trace. “This is... incredible. You actually live with this?”

“You get used to it, I guess. It’s become a part of the place’s charm.”

“Can we go down to the basement?” Deena asked.

I raised an eyebrow. “You sure? Not everyone’s comfortable with the idea.”

She gave a nod. “I’m curious. Really curious.”

I admired her spirit. “All right then. Follow me.”

Descending into the basement, the cool, damp air wrapped around us. Deena shivered. The consistent banging echoed through the space, making it challenging to pinpoint its origin.

“This is... eerie,” Deena said. Her voice barely rose above the noise.

She looked around; her gaze scanning the walls and floors, clearly searching for a source. “Where’s it coming from? This side has no pipes or ducts.”

“That’s the thing. There’s no logical explanation. It’s just... them.”

She took a cautious step forward. “And they just do this... for fun?”

“Seems like it. It’s their way of asserting themselves, I guess. If I ask them to stop, they usually do. But I’ve learned to live with it and let them be, unless I’m trying to sleep.”

Deena tilted her head, looking thoughtful. “So, it’s kind of like cohabiting with noisy roommates? You give them their space and hope they give you yours?”

“That’s one way to put it.” Suddenly, a thought struck me. “Oh, the attic. You should also listen to our friend up there.”

Deena’s eyes lit up. “Lead the way.”

We made our way up the creaky stairs, and as we approached the attic, the noise grew louder, more distinct. The clear, rhythmic scraping was unmistakable. Upon reaching the top, Deena looked around, trying to make sense of the sounds enveloping us.

“That’s... louder than I expected,” she said. Her voice was a mix of wonder and apprehension.

I nodded. “Yeah, the attic ghost is a bit more... enthusiastic.”

Deena walked around, trying to determine the source of the scraping. “Any possible cause up here?”

I shook my head. “Nope. Just like the basement. I’ve had it checked out, thinking maybe it was some kind of structural issue or an animal, but there’s nothing. It’s only them.”

She looked at me, her eyes filled with amazement. “It’s unbelievable. I mean, I’ve heard of haunted places, but to actually be in one and hear it...”

“It’s a unique experience, isn’t it? It took some getting used to, but now it’s part of the house.” I smiled.

Deena took a deep breath. “It’s a lot to take in. But thank you for sharing this with me. It’s been... enlightening.”

I grinned. “Anytime. It’s not every day I get to show off my noisy roommates.”

She laughed.
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With the attic escapade behind us, Deena’s curiosity seemed to grow. “Can I get a tour?”

“Sure,” I replied. I led the way, switching on the light. “This is my office. I spend most of my working hours here.”

Deena peeked inside, taking in the organized chaos of my desk, the shelves lined with books, and the lone window that offered a view of the street below. “It’s cozy,” she said.

I smiled, nodding. “It’s my haven.”

Next, I led her to the front room, turning on the light to reveal a space filled with toys, beds, a small table, and chairs suitable for little ones. “This is where my kids play when they visit,” I said. “But I got a townhouse recently for when they stay overnight. Feels more like a home for them.”

She looked around, a soft smile playing on her lips. “It must be lively when they’re here.”

“It is,” I said. My voice had a hint of melancholy. “Their laughter, their bickering. I miss them when they’re not around.”

I brought her to my bedroom. Flipping the light switch, the room illuminated, revealing a simple setting with a bed, a dresser, and a couple of family photos on the nightstand. “This is my bedroom,” I said. I felt a tad self-conscious. “It’s where I usually am when I ask the ghosts to quiet down.”

We both stood silently, the room’s intimacy settling around us. The quiet seemed to stretch endlessly until Deena broke the silence, her voice soft yet tinged with mischief. “Could I see you ask the ghosts to be quiet? Like a demonstration?”

I hesitated. “I’d prefer not to disturb them unless I’m ready to sleep. They’ve been quite active tonight, and I don’t want to upset the balance.”

Understanding filled her eyes, but she continued in a playful tone, “Maybe I should spend the night, then? You could give me a firsthand demonstration.”

I felt my face heat, surprised. The suggestion, though said in jest, made my heart race. “Uh, I...”

She laughed, seeing my reaction. “I’m teasing, Tim. But it’s funny seeing you blush.”

I let out a nervous chuckle. “You caught me off guard there.”

She winked. “That was the idea.”

I turned off the lights. “Let’s head back downstairs, shall we?”

She nodded, and we made our way, but not before she stopped me and grinned. “But seriously, you know where to find me if you want company.”

Walking Deena to her car felt like a journey through a maze of emotions. There was an undeniable tension between us, a chemistry that was hard to ignore. She smiled at me, her eyes glinting under the dim streetlights as she opened her car door.

“Thanks for showing me around, Tim. It was...enlightening,” she said.

I smiled. “Anytime, Deena.”

With a last wave, she drove off, leaving me alone with my thoughts. My house, with all its paranormal activities, suddenly felt more alive and vibrant than ever before.
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Ireturned to the house. Shutting the door behind me, I locked it and began my nightly routine. The shower’s warm water felt like a cleansing ritual, washing away not only the day’s grime but also the whirlwind of emotions that had enveloped me. The steam fogged up the bathroom, and as I stood under the stream of water, my mind kept drifting back to Deena’s playful yet provocative offer. You know where to find me if you want company.

The mere thought of her, the possibility of her being close, set off a storm of feelings inside me. I forgot the feeling of having a woman close to me. My marriage to Candy lacked passion for a long time. The longing, the pent-up desires, they all came flooding back.

I finished up in the shower, toweling off and brushing my teeth. Every action felt mechanical. Deena’s words entangled my mind. The lighthearted tease in her voice, the seriousness in her eyes. Was she open to the idea? Was it only a fleeting flirtation?

Walking to my bedroom, I tried to push the thoughts aside. Being in this limbo, legally separated but not yet divorced, posed its moral dilemmas. Was it right to act on these feelings, or should I wait?

Lying down in bed, the possibilities of a new future weighed heavily on me. The passion, the raw emotion, kept my mind racing, making sleep seem elusive.

Finally, I asked the ghosts, “Could you both quiet down? I need some sleep.” It wasn’t only a request for the ghosts but also for my racing heart.

As usual, both the basement and the attic ghosts heeded my request, giving me quiet. The silence felt comforting, almost as if the spirits understood my turmoil.

I sighed, turning off the lights and settling into the blankets. The house’s silence wrapped around me, offering a solace that lulled me into a deep, much-needed sleep.

The next day, when I entered Deena’s shop around noon, the soft chime of the doorbell announced my arrival. The fragrance of nail polish and soft instrumental music created a pleasant atmosphere. Deena was cleaning up after a client, her tools meticulously arranged on her worktable. She looked up; her face breaking into a radiant smile as our eyes met.

“Hey, Tim,” she greeted warmly.

“Hey, Deena. You got a moment?” I asked.

She nodded, setting down a brush. “Just finishing up. What’s up?”

Remembering the playful conversation we had a couple of weeks ago about going on an “official” date to a fancy restaurant, I took the plunge. “How about that restaurant date? Tonight?”

Her eyes lit up in pleasant surprise. “Tonight? Sure. I can be ready by 6:00. Any place in mind?”

“The Brown Derby Steak House?” I suggested. It was a popular spot in town, known for its ambiance and delectable steaks.

Her face brightened even more. “Sounds lovely. I’ve heard great things about their menu.”

“Great. I’ll make a reservation for 7:00 then,” I said. I felt a mix of excitement and nervous anticipation as I returned to my office.
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Fast forward to 6:00 PM, and there was a knock on my door. Opening it, I found Deena standing there, looking radiant in a simple yet elegant dress. I couldn’t help but admire how beautiful she looked.

“Ready?” she asked. She smiled and her gaze met my eyes.

I nodded, leading her to my Nissan 300 Z. She seemed impressed, especially with the T-Top. “Nice car,” she commented as I helped her in.

We filled the drive to the restaurant with light chatter, mostly about our day. Upon arriving, the Brown Derby Steak House stood grandly, with its elegant exterior. The host seated us at a cozy table for two with a view.

As we looked over the menu, I began the conversation. “How did you start in the nail business?”

Deena laughed. “It’s quite a story. When I was a kid, I used to paint designs on my nails with markers. Over time, it evolved into an interest in nail art. I combined my love for art and my entrepreneurial spirit and, well, here I am.”

“That’s fascinating,” I said. “You’ve turned a childhood hobby into a successful business.”

She smiled, her eyes shining with passion. “Thank you. And what about you? Any childhood hobbies?”

“Well, I used to collect stamps. Not exactly a thriving business model.”

“But it’s intriguing. Stamp collecting can teach a lot about different countries and their histories.”

We continued our conversation, discussing everything from our favorite movies to travel. The ambiance of the restaurant, with its dim lighting and soft music, made everything feel intimate.

As the night progressed, I discovered a connection between Deena and me that went beyond the initial flirtations.

The ride back home was a pleasant blend of comfortable silence and soft laughter. The dim car interior intensified every moment and glance. It felt as though we were in our little world, cocooned from everything outside.

As I pulled up near my place, I could sense a change in the atmosphere. The evening’s light-heartedness had gradually transitioned into a more intimate ambiance. My heart raced with a mix of nervousness and excitement. I parked, and we both sat for a moment, neither of us eager to break the spell of the evening.

Deena was the first to move, reaching for her door handle. “I should get going,” she said. Her voice was low and hesitant.

I quickly exited the car, walking around to her side. As she stepped out, I walked her to her car. Every step felt charged, the electricity between us undeniable. When we finally reached her car, Deena paused, turning to face me. Our eyes locked, and I felt drawn to her, the space between us closing until our lips met in a soft, yearning kiss.

When we finally pulled apart, Deena looked up at me with an inquisitive glint in her eye. “So,” she began playfully, “are you going to show me how you handle those noisy ghosts of yours?”

I could feel the warmth spread across my face, caught between the allure of her proposal and the uncertainty of the situation. My heart raced, and my mind raced even faster, trying to weigh the consequences of my next decision.

“Well,” I said. My voice was shaky. “It’s not always a guaranteed thing. They have a mind of their own.” I tried to sound casual, but the implication of her request wasn’t lost on me.

Deena’s smile widened. “I’m curious, that’s all. It’s not every day you meet someone who lives with... well, whatever they are.”

Taking a deep breath, I decided. “All right, come on up. Let’s see if they’re in the mood for a performance.”

As I unlocked my back door, we were greeted by the usual noises. The ghosts appeared to be aware of us and were eager to introduce themselves. I led Deena up the staircase and into my bedroom.

A small bedside lamp lit the room. We stood in the middle, listening to the noise of the ghosts.

“Well, I normally wait until I’m in bed and turned off the lights to ask them to be quiet,” I said. I smiled. Deena stood back and pulled her slinky dress off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. She lifted the covers on my bed and slid between the sheets. I undressed and crawled in next to her and turned out the lights.

“Please, ghosts, be quiet,” I said. I made sure I was loud enough for them to hear me. As expected, they became quiet.

“That's amazing,” Deena said.

“Yes,” I said.

“What else can you show me?” Deena asked. She put her hand on my shoulder and I kissed her.
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The next morning, Deena and I walked to a little cafe nearby. The air was fresh, and the birds were singing, making it a perfect day for walking outside.

“Isn't it a beautiful day?” Deena asked.

“It sure is, Deena. This weather makes me want to stay outside all day.”

I noticed how unique the cafe was as we stepped inside, with its floor made of old wood that creaked a little when we walked on it. I glanced up and noticed the ceiling with exposed beams, reminiscent of an old movie scene.

“This place is like a time warp,” Deena said. Her eyes were wide, and she had a big smile.

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool.”

We found a spot to sit next to the window at a bamboo table.

“This table is so neat,” Deena said.

The cafe was cozy, with the morning light coming through the enormous windows. It felt like a place to spend hours talking and enjoying good food.

“I’m glad we came here, Tim. It’s such a charming place.” Deena studied the walls and ceiling.

“Me too, Deena.”

As we sat in the cozy cafe, I couldn’t help but smile at Deena. She was talking about something funny that happened to her yesterday, but my mind was somewhere else. I was thinking about how much I enjoyed spending time with her. “I might fall for her,” I thought. I felt a warm glow inside. But I wasn’t ready to tell her yet. I wanted to be cautious and ensure the timing was right.

“Deena, how about a weekend trip to Put-in-Bay? We could get a bed-and-breakfast for a couple of nights.”

Deena’s eyes widened. “Really? I’ve always wanted to go there.”

“We could rent a golf cart and tour the island, eat at the restaurants on the pier, and enjoy the weekend together.”

Deena nodded, her smile growing wider. “I’d love that, Tim. It sounds like a perfect weekend getaway. When were you thinking of going?”

“I was thinking maybe next weekend if you’re free. We can leave on Friday afternoon and come back on Sunday. What do you think?”

“That sounds perfect! I can’t wait. A bed-and-breakfast, touring the island, eating by the pier... It’s going to be amazing.”

I took in a deep breath and smiled. “Great! I’ll book our room and golf cart.”

As we continued to chat about our plans for the trip, I couldn’t help but feel this weekend might be something special for us. I wasn't ready to express my feelings to Deena. I wanted to be sure and slow. A weekend at Put-in-Bay was the perfect opportunity to explore our budding romance.


Chapter 65



It was a sunny Friday, and I was driving my 300z with the twin tops off. The sun and wind felt good. Deena was sitting in the passenger seat, with the breeze in her hair. We were chatting and enjoying the drive.

“Isn’t it a beautiful day, Tim?” Deena asked. She squinted at the bright sky.

“Yeah, it’s perfect for our trip.”

While discussing our exciting island plans, Deena reached for my hand. Her touch made my heart jump, and I smiled at her.

“We'll have a fantastic time,” I said.

“I’ve never been on a jet boat before.”

“You’ll love it. It squirts water about 30 feet into the air out of the jet.”

After a 120 mile drive, we finally arrived at the Jet Express dock. After our long drive, we got out of the car to stretch.

The Jet Express was a sleek, high-speed passenger boat. Its aerodynamic shape and powerful engines allowed it to glide over the water’s surface at impressive speeds.

As we boarded, the spacious deck greeted us, offering both indoor and outdoor seating options. The outdoor seats provide a refreshing breeze and stunning views of the surrounding water and landscapes. Inside, the cabin had cushioned seating and large windows. We located the snack bar and grabbed a couple of bottles of orange juice.

“Ready for the adventure?” I looked at Deena.

“Absolutely,” Deena said. She laced her fingers between mine. Again, my heart jumped.

We found seats near the front of the boat. The engine roared to life, and soon we were speeding across the lake. Deena and I laughed as we tried to talk over the noise of the engine and the wind.

“Look, there’s the island.” Deena pointed. The island increased in size as we approached it. After the boat docked, we stood and grabbed our overnight bags.

“This is going to be an amazing weekend,” Deena said. She gave my hand a squeeze. I smiled at her.
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After we checked into our cozy bed-and-breakfast, we took a short walk and grabbed lunch at a cafe with a wooden deck over the lake. We chose a table outside on the deck, right by the water’s edge. The water sparkled as it lapped against the posts holding the deck.

“This is beautiful,” Deena said. She scanned the lake with a smile.

“Yeah, it really is,” I said.

Sitting there listening to the waves and seagulls crying was nice. After lunch, we walked to the pier. The big boats were coming in and we stopped to watch them. The boats intrigued me, but being with Deena was all that mattered. We could have been looking at a blank wall for all I was concerned. We were flirting and laughing.

“You know, I’m glad we did this.” I wrapped an arm around Deena.

“Me too. It’s been so much fun already.” She leaned into me, accepting my embrace. I kissed her forehead.

I suggested going to the winery.

“That sounds perfect,” Deena said.

When we arrived at the winery, beautiful vineyards surrounded it. A guide who offered to show us around greeted us.

“Welcome to our winery! I’ll be showing you around today,” the guide said. She took us through the vineyards first, explaining how they grew and harvested the grapes. Then, we visited the building where they made the wine.

“Now, the best part—wine tasting!” The guide led us to a room with rows of wine bottles.

Deena and I tasted different wines, learning to notice the flavors and aromas. We agreed on a favorite after tasting a few.

"Let's grab a bottle and sit on the patio," I said.

“Great idea,” Deena agreed.

We found a spot on the patio, with a marvelous view of the vineyards. Not long after, a couple sat at the table next to us.

“Hi there! It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” the woman said.

“It really is,” I said. “We’re just enjoying this amazing wine.”

“We love this winery. It’s one of our favorite spots on the island,” the man said.

“We’re visiting for the weekend,” Deena said. “This is our first visit here.”

“Well, welcome! We come here every summer. You picked a great place,” the woman said.

We all started talking more, sharing stories about our lives and laughing together. It felt like we were old friends, even though we had just met. I’m sure the third glasses of wine helped us to feel that way too.

I watched how Deena engaged with them. Her eyes were wide and her voice had a sing-song sound as she talked. When the others talked, she was focused on them. With most people, they’re not listening, they’re just waiting for their turn to talk. Deena seemed to be listening to them. It was probably why she had so many clients.

Deena displayed kindness to them. A rare quality. A considerate partner had always been my dream.

I glanced at my watch. “We should head back soon. But this was wonderful.”

Deena nodded. “It was. I’m so glad we did this.” We said goodbye to our new friends and got back on our golf cart to finish exploring the island.
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After the winery, Deena and I checked out the island’s nightlife. At sunset, the island transformed. Lights twinkled from the quaint bars, and music floated in the air. The scent of barbeque followed us.

“Let’s try that one first.” Deena pointed at a bar built from a barn and covered with strings of light. As we walked in, the jazz music from a three person band greeted us.

“This is nice.” I found a table close to the music.

“Yeah, I love the music. It’s so relaxing,” Deena replied, smiling as she looked around.

We ordered drinks and enjoyed the music, tapping our feet and swaying a little in our seats. I snapped my fingers like a beatnik, which made Deena laugh.

We finished our drinks. “Want to check out another place?” I asked. Deena agreed.

The next bar had a different vibe. It was lively, with people dancing to upbeat tunes played by a DJ.

“Wow, this is lively!” Deena shouted.

“I know, right? Do you want to dance?” I asked. Deena laughed and took my hand.

We danced among the other island visitors, laughing and having a great time. The energy was contagious, and we didn’t want to stop. After a few songs, we took a break and stepped outside for fresh air.

“This is so much fun, Tim.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it. It’s better because I’m with you.”

“Awwww,” Deena said. She smiled and kissed my cheek.

We walked to another bar with a live rock band. The music from the live rock band was blaring and the dance floor was packed like centipedes under a rock.

“Wow, they’re good!” Deena shouted to me over the music.

“I know! I didn’t expect to find this kind of music here.”

Due to the crowded floor, we stood and enjoyed the band's performance instead of dancing.

After a couple of songs, Deena leaned in. “I think I’m ready for something quieter now.”

“Me too.” I took her hand. We left and walked until we found a bar with a solo guitarist playing soft melodies. We ordered drinks and sat close, listening to the music.

“This is perfect,” Deena said. She leaned her head on my shoulder.

“It is.” I put my arm around her. We stayed there until the music stopped, just enjoying each other’s company and the peaceful atmosphere.

Walking to our bed-and-breakfast, I felt grateful for the night. “I had an amazing time tonight, Deena.”

“Me too, Tim. It was a perfect night.”

We walked hand in hand. That feeling inside of me had grown stronger. The feeling that I was falling in love. It had been over a decade since I felt that way. It made my head spin.
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The next morning, Deena was curled next to me when we woke up. It felt wonderful having a gentle, kind woman spending the night with me. After we showered and dressed, we went downstairs for breakfast.

As we sat at the large dining table, a lady dressed in old-fashioned clothing greeted us.

“Good morning! I hope you slept well. What can I get you for breakfast?” she asked.

“Good morning,” I said. “Everything smells amazing. I’ll have pancakes, please.”

"Same for me," Deena said, eyeing the menu.

As we waited for our breakfast, I noticed three other couples at the table, all chatting and enjoying the morning. I wondered if they were also falling in love. The lady in old-fashioned clothing soon brought our pancakes. Deena cut her’s into small pieces and smiled at me as she poured syrup.

“What are you thinking?” She asked.

“I’m thinking that I wish we could stay her longer.”

“That would be nice. But the real world wants us back.” She took a bite and closed her eyes. “Mmm. This is so good.”

After breakfast, Deena and I thanked the lady and went outside. “Let's ride the golf cart around the island once more. I loved the breeze and the views yesterday,” Deena said.

We hopped into the golf cart and started our tour around the island. The breeze was refreshing, and the water sparkled under the morning sun. We saw other people riding bikes, walking, and enjoying the island, just like us. We visited the “butterfly house,” a building filled with butterflies. We had two doors to go through so that they would not escape.

Deena squealed as we entered. She held her hand out to let a butterfly light on her hand. She was childlike in her awe of the creatures. “It’s so beautiful here,” Deena said.

“Yes,” I said.

“Tim, you’re right. I don’t want this weekend to end.” She looked into my eyes. I held her gaze until we both laughed and looked down.

“Let’s do things like this again, OK?” I asked.

“I’d like that."
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The next morning, Deena and I packed our bags, feeling a little sad that our weekend at Put-in-Bay was over. At the dock, the Jet Express was ready to take us back to the mainland.

“Did you have a good time?” I asked. We walked onto the boat to find our seats.

“Yes. Thank you, Tim.”

As the boat started moving, we observed the island getting smaller and smaller. The ride was smooth, and the sun was glowing. The spray from the lake filled the air. I closed my eyes to memorize the weekend. I never wanted to forget it.

We arrived at the mainland and walked to my car. As we drove through the country, we passed fields of soybeans, wheat, and alfalfa.

“Look, corn for sale.” Deena pointed out at a sign by a field.

I pulled over, and we got out of the car. The farmer selling the corn greeted us with a big smile. “Howdy, folks. How much corn can I get for you today?”

“We’ll take a dozen,” I said.

Deena picked out the corn while I paid the farmer. We put the corn in the car. I stood to look at the fields.

“I used to love hiking in the country when I was a kid,” I said. Deena turned to look at the fields. “The smell of the crops reminds me of Wyoming. It’s beautiful out there. We’ll have to take a driving trip to visit sometime.”

Deena nodded and folded her arms. “That would be nice.” After standing for a while, we finished our drive home.

“Thanks for a great weekend, Tim,” Deena said as we pulled into my driveway.

“Yes, it was a great weekend. I haven’t had one with such a beautiful woman in a long time.”

Deena smiled.
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Iwas in my building at 121 Granville Street, finishing up adjusting my collar after a refreshing morning shower.

Suddenly, a knock echoed from the back door. It was time for Patty to arrive, but I was half-expecting it to be one of our resident ghosts. I swung the door open and smiled as I saw Patty.

I said, “Oh, it’s a real person.”

Patty chuckled. “Good morning, Tim. If I was a ghost, I’d be relaxing at home.”

We shared another laugh before getting down to the day’s business. I handed her a stack of paperwork, the crisp edges catching the morning light. “Here’s what needs your attention today, Patty.”

She glanced through the papers, nodding in acknowledgment. As she flipped through, I took a moment to discuss an upcoming important event.

“Oh, and Patty, next week, we’ve got some potential new wholesale buyers coming over. They’ll want to see the PEEL products display room. Do you think you could give it a dust-down? We want to make a good impression.”

“Of course, Tim. We want them to see the best of what we offer. I’ll make sure it’s spick and span.”

My heart warmed. “Thanks, Patty. You always know what to do.”

“You should put your ghosts to work. Have them clean the room. They might find it more enjoyable than only making noises.”

I burst into laughter. The idea of my spectral tenants wielding dusters and brooms was too funny to imagine. “Now that would be a sight. If only they’d agree.”

Patty joined in the laughter, the sound filling the room. “If they’re going to be here, they should be useful.”

Our morning banter brought warmth to the day, reminding me of how fortunate I was to have Patty around.
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The world outside was a winter wonderland. Snow blanketed everything, and the gentle descent of snowflakes painted a serene picture. But driving on those icy roads was a different story. As I maneuvered the car, I was grateful for learning how to drive on snowy roads in Wyoming.

Inside our cocoon of warmth, Deena fiddled with the radio, finally settling on a station playing mellow jazz. “Can’t believe this much snow hit us so early,” she said. Her breath fogged up the window slightly.

“Winter sure wanted us to notice its arrival. Good thing I added the fuel line anti-freeze.”

Deena shot me a playful look. “You’re always on the ball, huh? While here I am, forgetting even the basic car services.”

I laughed. “Maybe that’s our balance. You teach me spontaneity, and I make sure we don’t end up stranded on a road.”

She rolled her eyes; her smile never waning. “Just get us to the restaurant without turning into a snowman, OK?”

As we continued our banter, I couldn’t help but glance in the rearview mirror occasionally. On one such glance, my muscles tensed. Muttering an involuntary “Oh crap,” I felt my grip on the wheel tighten.

Deena, always sharp, picked up on my mood instantly. “What’s up?”

Struggling to keep my voice steady, I said, “It’s Candy. She’s right on our tail. And on these icy roads? I don’t know what she’s thinking.”

Deena’s eyes widened in alarm as she peeked out the back. Candy’s van was uncomfortably close, its headlights blazing in the twilight. “Tim,” Deena’s voice filled with fear, “what do we do?”

“I’ll keep driving steady. Hopefully, she’ll back off.”

But as minutes turned into an eternity, Candy didn’t relent. Every lane change, every maneuver I made, she mirrored. And then, a sight that chilled my bones - the innocent faces of our children, peeking from the backseat of her van. “Oh my God,” I said, “She has the kids with her.”

Fear, anger, panic–emotions swirled within me. “She’s risking their lives.”

Making a split-second decision, I said, “I’m going to pull over somewhere. Maybe she’ll come to her senses if we stop.”

I spotted a Target Store in the distance and headed there. As I parked, I saw Candy’s van pull up right beside us. My heart raced as Deena and I sat, wondering what would come next.

The snow’s gentle descent seemed so at odds with the tension building inside the cars. Through the frosted window of Candy’s van, I glimpsed my kids’ faces, their little hands waving at me. The sight, however heartwarming, was tinged with unease. I smiled and waved back, hoping to reassure them. Candy shouted, making all three of them duck down.

My chest tightened with anxiety. I needed to defuse this situation and ensure the safety of my kids. Glancing at Deena, I could see the worry etched across her face. Taking a deep breath, I said, “I’m going to reason with Candy. Lock the doors once I’m out, OK?”

Deena nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Be careful, Tim.”


Chapter 72



Pushing the door open, I stepped on to the icy parking lot. I made my way carefully in front of Candy’s van, hoping to catch her attention and appeal to her better judgment. As I walked, I could see her eyes wild, gripping the steering wheel.

Before I could say anything, the van’s engine roared. I barely had time to process what was happening as the vehicle lunged forward, aimed directly at me. Panic surged, and instinctively, I jumped to the side. My feet lost their grip on the icy ground, and I went down hard, my body crashing onto the cold, unforgiving pavement.

The chill from the snow and the shock of the near miss momentarily numbed my senses. Struggling to my feet, I found it hard to maintain balance on the ice-covered asphalt. I took a deep breath, my head pounding, and tried to get my bearings. I heard the van’s engine roar again before I could process what had happened.

Frantically, I looked up to see Candy maneuvering her vehicle to face me. Her van revved louder as she sped up, charging straight at me with renewed vigor. Desperation coursed through me as I struggled to find traction on the treacherous ground. Each step was a battle, the ice slipping away beneath me, betraying me at any moment. As the van bore down on me, I sidestepped at the last second, my legs buckling beneath me as I crashed onto the ice once more.

My heart raced, and the icy wind whipped past my face, carrying with it the sounds of the van’s engine. Candy made another pass, the vehicle advancing relentlessly toward me. Terror welled up inside me, and in a frantic scramble, I barely evaded her once again. Ignoring my scraped hands and torn clothes, survival was my only concern.

She repeated this harrowing dance of death two more times. Each time, I feared she would succeed in her madness. With every close call, the realization hit me harder - she was trying to kill me. And worse, our children were witnessing this horrifying spectacle.

Exhaustion seeped into my bones, and panic overwhelmed me. I felt trapped, a vulnerable prey on an icy battleground. The thought of my children seeing their father in such a perilous situation was agonizing. Determined, I resolved to stay alive, for them if not for myself.

The last of Candy’s attempts proved to be the most harrowing. As I tried to dodge the oncoming van, the front bumper caught me, sending a jolt of excruciating pain through my ribs. The ground was cold and unforgiving as I collided with it, my head spinning from both the impact and the icy chill.

I was hurting, every inch of me was screaming in pain, but I couldn’t lay there. With great effort, I pushed myself up, driven by an innate sense of survival. I made my way to Candy’s window, each step taking its toll.

She gave me a fierce glare with her wild eyes. “Cheater. Cheater! You thought you could hide it from me? I see you with that woman, Tim!”

I didn’t argue, didn’t reason with her. My singular focus was to stop this dangerous charade. I thrust my hand inside, reaching for the keys, but she was ready. Her fist connected with the side of my face, and the force almost knocked me off my feet. But I held on, undeterred. I kept reaching for the keys. Once, twice, three times she struck, each punch echoing the last, leaving me disoriented.

Her repeated hits drained my strength and merged the pain into a blinding haze of agony. My grasp weakened, my vision blurred, and with one last look of desperation toward those keys, I fell back onto the icy parking lot, defeated.

I saw the kids looking at me, lying helplessly as Candy drove off.
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Iheard Deena’s quick footsteps approaching me after what felt like an eternity on the icy ground. Her face was a mask of worry as she kneeled beside me. “Tim! Tim, are you OK?” she asked. Her voice was higher pitched than normal.

Through the pain and disorientation, I nodded. “I’m fine,” I said. But a nauseating feeling welled up within me. Before I knew it, I hunched over, emptying the contents of my stomach into the parking lot. The cold air burned my throat as I heaved, and Deena’s comforting hand rubbed circles on my back.

She wasn’t taking any chances. “Come on,” she said. She helped me to my feet. The world spun around me, but Deena’s steadying grip kept me from collapsing again. She guided me to the passenger seat of the car and carefully buckled me in.

Deena was there, constantly checking on me during the bumpy drive to the hospital. “We’re almost there, Tim. Just hang on.”

The bright lights and loud activity in the emergency room were overwhelming. Deena was my anchor, her arm supporting me as we approached the reception. She explained our situation to the nurse with an urgency I was too weak to muster.

The nurse, upon hearing our story, quickly flagged down a nearby doctor. They led me to a back room with Deena, who continued recounting the horrific events of the evening.

As they began their examinations, I felt a mixture of gratitude and guilt looking at Deena. She was right there, beside me, every step of the way, enduring this nightmare alongside me.

After half an hour of examination, I heard an authoritative voice. I looked up to see two police officers clad in their navy blue uniforms, badges gleaming, walking toward us.

“Mr. Drobnick?” one of them asked, glancing at his notepad.

“Yes,” I said.

The officers began asking a series of questions about the incident, and I recounted the harrowing ordeal as best as I could, each memory flooding back like a vivid nightmare. Deena confirmed every detail I shared, expressing her own shock and horror at the night’s events.

The officer scribbling in his notepad paused for a moment and then asked, “Do you wish to press charges against your wife?”

I felt a surge of anger and frustration. “Yes,” I said. “She can’t continue to behave this way and go unpunished.”

The officers exchanged a look before excusing themselves. About an hour later, the officers returned.

“We’ve spoken to Mrs. Drobnick,” said the first officer, “and her version of the events differs from yours.”

I felt nauseous. “But Deena saw everything.” I said.

“She claims you provoked her and that she was trying to protect her kids from you,” the other officer said.

I was aghast. “That’s a lie. She was trying to run me over. She assaulted me. Deena can vouch for everything.” I said. I felt blood rush to my face.

The officers exchanged another glance, and the room filled with a tense silence. “Based on the information and evidence we have,” the first officer said, “we’ve believed Mrs. Drobnick.”

I felt the room spinning again, but this time it wasn’t because of my injuries. The injustice of it all weighed heavily on me, a knot of disbelief and outrage forming in my chest. Beside me, Deena was equally shocked, her grip on my hand tightening.

How could this happen? How could they ignore what was so blatantly true? The officers’ departure emphasized that even the truth may not be sufficient.

After what seemed like an eternity, the doctor finally approached with my results. He looked at me with an expression that was part concern and part reassurance. “Tim,” he said, “You’ve got third-degree contusions on your ribs. They’ll be painful, and it’ll take some time to heal, but overall, you’re going to be all right.”

I exhaled a sigh of relief, though every breath still ached. “So, I can go home?” I asked.

“Yes, but get plenty of rest,” he said. He handed me a prescription for painkillers.
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Deena resumed her role as my support. I couldn’t help but feel a rush of gratitude toward her. When we arrived at my place, the night was chilly, and the moonlight cast a dim glow over my house. It was eerily quiet.

With Deena’s support, I climbed the steps to my bedroom. The pain was blinding, but her steady presence was a comfort. She fetched a glass of water for me, assisted me in getting undressed, and helped me settle into bed. Despite her calm demeanor, I noticed her eyes were filled with concern.

“I think I should stay the night,” she said. “Just to keep an eye on you. Is that OK?”

I nodded and smiled. Being alone right now seemed daunting. “Thank you, Deena,” I said.

As I lay there, trying to find a comfortable position, I noticed something: the house was silent. The usual noises from the basement and the attic, the reminders of my otherworldly tenants, were absent. It was as if they knew. Maybe they sensed my pain and suffering, and in their own way, they were giving me the peace I needed.

“Quiet night,” I said. I glanced at Deena, who'd settled next to me in bed.

She smiled. “Maybe they know you’ve had enough for one day.”

I laughed, which sent a jolt of pain through my ribs. “Maybe,” I said. And as I drifted into an uneasy sleep, I felt a strange sense of kinship with the ghosts. It was as if we'd all become more human in that moment of vulnerability.

The next morning, I woke up with a newfound stiffness in my body. Every move I made sent a sharp pain through my ribs, reminding me of the trauma from the previous night. But I had responsibilities and couldn’t let Candy’s outburst sideline me. So, I gingerly got dressed and drove to the Whitehall office, hoping a bit of normalcy might distract me from the pain and the whirlwind of emotions.

By noon, I was knee-deep in paperwork when my phone buzzed, jolting me from my concentration.

“It’s Deena,” Sheena said.

I answered. “Hey, Deena, what’s up?”

There was no casual greeting from her end. Instead, I could hear the urgency in her voice, “Tim, Candy’s outside my shop, with the kids. She’s... she’s telling my clients not to enter because I’m supposedly sleeping with her husband.”

My heart raced. “OK, OK, stay calm. Lock the doors if you need to. I’m on my way.”

I hung up the phone and wobbled out to my car.
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The drive back to 121 Granville Street seemed longer than usual. As I approached, I could see Candy’s van parked directly in front of Deena’s shop. Her voice, shrill and angry, as she talked to a lady in front of the shop.

“Don’t go in there! That woman is sleeping with my husband! That woman is a whore!” Candy said. She waved this way and that.

Pulling up, I tried to approach the situation with as much calm as I could muster. “Candy, you need to leave. Now.”

Her eyes were wild, filled with a mixture of rage and desperation. “I won’t forget about this. You’re a cheater, Tim! I'll destroy you. I swear the kids will hate you for the rest of their lives.”

My heart ached at her words. The thought of my own children turning against me was unbearable. But I couldn’t let her continue like this. Taking out my phone, I dialed 911.

Soon, the police arrived. One male and one female officer cautiously approached Candy.

“Ma’am, we’ve received a complaint, and the owner of this business has asked you to leave. Can you tell us what’s going on?” the male officer asked. I could see he was attempting to understand her side of the story.

Candy took a deep breath, her voice quivering. “That woman in there,” she pointed at the shop, “she’s taken everything from me. She’s sleeping with my husband.”

The female officer stepped forward, trying to soothe the situation. “I understand emotions are running high, but this isn’t the place to sort this out. You need to leave the premises and perhaps find a more appropriate venue to discuss your issues.”

Candy hesitated, looking between the officers and the shop, her resolve wavering.

The male officer gently chimed in, “Ma’am, causing a scene here won’t help resolve anything. We’re here to ensure everyone’s safety. Let’s handle this calmly.”

Candy’s eyes welled up with tears. “I just... I just wanted him to see how much he’s hurt me, how much he’s torn our family apart.”

The female officer reached out to place a reassuring hand on Candy’s shoulder. “I understand this is deeply personal and hurtful, but causing a disturbance isn’t the solution. It’s important to think about the long-term implications, especially for your children.”

Candy nodded, wiping away a tear. “I know, I just... I lost control. I’m sorry.”

The male officer replied, “It’s OK to feel hurt and betrayed, but it’s crucial to handle it in a way that doesn’t harm you or others.”

Candy sighed, glancing at the shop for the last time. “I’ll go,” she said. She drove off in her van, giving me one last glare.

I took a deep breath. Heading into Deena’s shop, I found her visibly shaken, trying to put on a brave face. But the veneer cracked as soon as our eyes met, and tears streamed down her face.

“I’m so sorry you got pulled into this,” I said. I pulled her into a comforting embrace. The stress and physical pain amplified the emotion of the moment.

“It’s not your fault,” she said. Her voice quivered. “But I can’t be involved in this. I can’t date you anymore. That woman scares me.”

“I understand,” I said. My heart broke. The last six months had been amicable between Candy and me. I took care of the kids while Candy went to her sex parties in Akron. But even though I let her have her freedom, Candy wouldn’t let me have my happiness.

After being assured that Deena was ready to be alone, I went to my house to check on Patty. Patty showed me the paperwork she'd completed that morning. She told me that the ghosts had been quiet, but what was all that screaming outside?

I told her it was a monster. She looked at me with an eyebrow raised. I went upstairs to my office.

The next morning, the heavy mood seemed to hang in the air, reflecting the overcast morning that followed. I was cleaning up in my bathroom, trying to bring order to my life, when Deena walked in. Her face showed signs of exhaustion, with the sparkle in her eyes faded.

“Tim,” she said. She breathed in deep to hold back her emotions. “I’ve been thinking... I can’t keep my shop here anymore. After what happened, I don’t feel safe. Plus, Candy scared off many of my regular clients. I can’t afford to lose my business. I need to move and start fresh elsewhere.”

I stared at her, momentarily lost for words. The realization that she was going to leave, to distance herself from me and the chaos that perpetually surrounded me, hit hard. It felt like someone had wound a rope tight around my chest, pressing down with a suffocating force.

“I... I understand, Deena,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You need to do what’s best for you and your business.”

She stepped forward, taking my hands in hers. “I wish things were different, Tim. I truly do. I need to consider my livelihood. I hope I can win back the clients I lost and that this move will give me a fresh start.”

I nodded, feeling a lump form in my throat. “I wish you all the best, Deena. I’m truly sorry for everything.”

With a last hug, she left. I stood there; the silence amplifying her absence. Then, overwhelmed by a tidal wave of emotions, I sank into a chair and cried.

After all the pain and loneliness; I thought I finally had found a chance at love again. A glimmer of hope in the bleakness. But it seemed Candy’s vendetta was too strong. Her rage cost more than just my pain. It also drove away love. It left me picking up the pieces, questioning my ability to find happiness.
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Iremembered the feeling of the leather cushioned chair as I sat across from Chris in his dimly lit office. Everything felt heavy. Taking a deep breath, I began, “Chris, you won’t believe what Candy did. She tried to run me over in the parking lot.”

He looked up, his face filled with concern. “Run you over? Are you OK, Tim?”

I nodded, struggling to keep my emotions in check. “Yeah. I was with Deena. She saw the whole thing. The doctor said I have third degree contusions on my ribs. Despite her as a witness and my hospital visit, the police sided with Candy.”

Chris’s face was a mix of confusion and anger. “They didn’t believe Deena?”

I shook my head, frustration bubbling up. “No, they didn’t. Can you believe that?”

“What do you want to do about this, Tim?”

I didn’t hesitate. “I have to protect my kids, Chris. They can’t be near her if she’s going to act like this.”

Chris nodded slowly. “One option we have is to file for full custody. It might be the best way to keep them safe.”

Hope surged through me. “Do you think that could work?”

He gave a measured shrug. “It’s tough for a father to get full custody, but it’s our best shot. But, Tim, will Deena testify for you in court?”

I hesitated. “I honestly don’t know. After everything, I’m not sure she’ll want to be more involved. But I promise, I’ll ask.”

He nodded. “Her testimony could make a big difference. And about the money, Tim. Keep giving it to Candy. If you stop now, it might look bad.”

I raised an eyebrow, confused. “Really? Even after all she’s done?”

Chris was firm. “Yes, especially now. Pay with checks, so you have a record.”

I sighed, trying to take it all in. “Thanks, Chris. I want to do right with my kids.

He smiled, a genuine, warm smile. “You’re doing the right thing, Tim. We’re in this together.”

Walking out of that office, I felt lighter.
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Two weeks after my meeting with Chris James, I found myself in the cold, echoing halls of the courthouse. The nervous energy was palpable. Chris, always punctual, was already waiting for me.

“Tim,” Chris said as I approached, “we might have a bit of a situation. Candy’s got herself a lawyer, and not just any lawyer.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

He sighed, looking slightly annoyed. “She’s hired one of the most expensive firms in the city. The guy she’s got? He charges $1,000 an hour.”

My jaw dropped. “$1,000 an hour? Are you kidding me? And I have to pay for that?” The anger bubbled inside me, mingling with my already high stress levels. “Chris, that’s just...it’s insane. She’s trying to bleed me dry.”

Chris looked at me sympathetically. “I know it’s tough, Tim. For what it’s worth, you’re getting a deal with me. I’m only charging you $200 an hour.”

“That’s a fair price Chris, you're the one worth $1,000 per hour. But that’s not the point. She’s taking advantage of me, and she knows it. Why would she do this?”

Chris adjusted his tie, glancing toward the courtroom doors. “It’s a power move, Tim. But we can’t let it distract us from the main goal: getting you custody of the kids.”

I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. “It’s not fair, Chris. Everything she does is about money. The kids deserve better.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I know, Tim. And we’re going to fight for them. We’ll give it our best shot in there.”

I was about to reply when I glimpsed Candy walking confidently down the hallway with her expensive attorney in tow. She looked smug, as if she already knew she'd won. My heart raced and anger flared up again.

“She thinks she can buy her way out of everything,” I said.

“Look, Tim, I can’t do much about her choice in attorney. But we can add it to our complaint. The court should know about her financial tactics.”

I looked up at him. I felt gratitude. “You’d do that?”

He nodded. “Of course. It’s part of the story, Tim. The court needs the full picture.”

I let out a shaky breath. “Thank you, Chris. Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without you right now.”

Chris gave a reassuring smile. “That’s what I’m here for, Tim. Let’s fight for your kids.”

Inside the chilly courtroom, Chris and I took our seats, preparing ourselves mentally for the battle ahead. Chris shuffled through his notes and then turned his attention to me. “Tim,” he said, voice low, “did Deena agree to come testify?”

I hesitated for a moment, my eyes drifting toward the floor. “No,” I finally replied, my voice filled with regret, “she didn’t.”

Chris looked taken aback. “Why not? She was there. She saw everything.”

I took a deep breath, trying to keep my emotions in check. “She’s afraid, Chris.”

His eyebrows knitted in confusion. “Afraid of what?”

“Of Candy. She saw what Candy’s capable of, especially that night in the parking lot. She wants to stay out of it. If she testifies, she thinks Candy might target her.”

Chris exhaled and rubbed his temples. “That’s unfortunate. Her testimony could have been a game-changer. But I understand her concerns.”

I felt a pang of guilt. “I tried to convince her, Chris. I told her how important it was for the kids. But she’s genuinely scared, and I can’t force her.”

Chris looked thoughtful for a moment. “We’ll have to rely on other evidence and witnesses then. But Deena’s perspective would’ve given the court a clear picture of what happened.”

I nodded, feeling a bit defeated. “I know. But Candy’s intimidation tactics are working. I’m scared too, but I have to fight for my kids.”

Chris placed a reassuring hand on my arm. “We’ll get through this, Tim. We have to stay focused and present our case as best as we can. You’ve got me by your side, and we’re going to give it everything we’ve got.”

I smiled. A thin smile. “Thanks, Chris. I appreciate you being here for me and the kids. Let’s do this.”
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As the courtroom proceedings continued, my mind wandered, searching for an escape, a solution, something that would offer a shred of hope. And then I remembered the violet egg. The egg had the power to protect against the vilest of evil energies.

But the thought of using such a powerful force weighed heavily on me. If I activated the egg, allowing it to return Candy’s malevolent energy back to her, what would the implications be? Sure, she'd turned into this vengeful force, driven by blind rage and an insatiable desire for money, but she was also the mother of my children. How would the kids handle witnessing their mother’s possible destruction?

I was torn between protecting myself and the potential harm it could cause Candy. It was hard to breathe. The violet egg might safeguard my children. Yet, the consequences of that action were hazy. When I used it against Dale, it caused his girlfriend Tammy to be killed. And then eventually Dale’s own death.

My heart raced as I imagined the scenarios. What if, in trying to protect my kids, I inadvertently caused them more pain? They had already been through so much, caught in the crossfire between Candy’s and my battles. Invoking the violet egg was a risky move.

I could only hope that the courtroom battles would bring a resolution, saving me from making a monumental choice. The violet egg lingered in my thoughts, promising both hope and fear.

I sat, listening, my heart pounding as Candy’s attorney, Mark Grubman, stood to speak. He seemed so sure of himself, his voice confident, as he began addressing the court.

“Your Honor,” Mark said. He had a smooth voice. “It’s time for the truth about Tim.”

I glanced at Chris, my lawyer, who gave me a reassuring nod, showing he was prepared for whatever was coming.

Mark continued, “Tim has painted a dark picture of Candy. But what he hasn’t shared is how he’s been the actual terror in their household. He has caused immense pain and fear for Candy and their children.”

“That’s not true!” I whispered to Chris, my fingers digging into the armrest of my chair.

Mark continued. “Candy is so terrified of Tim that she often flees to Akron, just to be safe. To escape the terror that he brings into her life.”

Chris shook his head, clearly in disagreement, but he stayed quiet, allowing Mark to speak.

Mark looked at the judge. “Let’s talk about Tim’s infidelity. Candy has proof that Tim has been unfaithful, and when she caught him red-handed in his car with another woman on the day of the Target parking lot incident, she was devastated.”

The courtroom was silent. I felt suffocated. “It wasn’t like that,” I said. I whispered so no one else could hear. Chris nodded.

Mark continued. “Candy only wanted to talk to Tim that day. But Tim refused to talk. Instead, he tried to steal her car keys. Fearing for her safety, she did what any of us would do—she drove away to protect herself. And that’s all that happened.”

Chris stood, unable to remain silent any longer. “Your Honor, this is a twisted version of events.”

Mark looked smugly at Chris. “We have witnesses who can confirm this, Your Honor.”

The judge glanced between Chris and Mark, and then at me. I felt like I was sinking, overwhelmed by the accusations. “Your Honor, it’s not true,” I finally said, my voice breaking. “I'd never hurt Candy or our kids.”

“Your Honor,” Mark said, “Candy is trying to protect herself and her children from an abusive partner. She needs the court’s protection.”

The judge cleared his throat, bringing my attention back to him. “We’ll take a recess to review the evidence presented.”

As the courtroom emptied, I turned to Chris. “How did this get so twisted?”

Chris sighed, placing a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll get through this, Tim. We have to stay strong.”

The courtroom was filled with a buzzing energy after the recess; I felt a sense of dread as I saw Mark Grubman rise with a smug expression. He gestured to a woman I instantly recognized—one of Candy’s regular customers. The ladies used to come over for Candy’s so-called psychic readings.

“Your Honor, I’d like to introduce our next witness, Mrs. Polly Mitchell,” Mark said, motioning for the woman to take the stand.

As the bailiff swore Polly in, I felt a knot forming in my stomach. I knew it wouldn’t be good.
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“Mrs. Mitchell,” Mark said, “can you please tell the court about what you’ve witnessed during your visits to Candy and Tim’s home?”

Polly, wearing a lavender blouse and matching scarf, cleared her throat. “Well, I’ve been to their home several times. I witnessed Tim shouting at Candy and the children every time I went.

I leaned forward in my seat. “That’s a lie,” I whispered, looking at Chris.

Polly continued, her voice shaking slightly, “Once, during one of our readings, Tim stormed into the room and yelled at everyone. He was so loud and angry.”

The courtroom eyes were on me.

Polly’s voice cracked a little. “There was a time when he forced Candy to reveal she wasn’t a true psychic. He made her say she used some trick called the... the rainbow ruse.”

I felt my face go red. “Chris, this is ridiculous!” I said, my voice strained.

Chris whispered, “Stay calm, Tim. We’ll get our turn.”

Polly took a deep breath. “After Candy told us that, Tim took the kids to the backyard. Then she just... broke down. She cried so hard and told us she was indeed a real psychic. She confessed to the lie out of fear of Tim’s abuse.”

The courtroom went silent. I felt trapped in a never-ending nightmare.

“Thank you, Mrs. Mitchell,” Mark said. He had a satisfied grin on his face.

Chris stood, ready to cross-examine. “Mrs. Mitchell, isn’t it true that you were a regular client of Candy’s?”

Polly shifted uncomfortably, “Yes.”

“And isn’t it true,” Chris continued, “that you paid quite a bit of money over time for these readings?”

Polly hesitated. “Yes, but my observation stands.”

Chris nodded, “Thank you, Mrs. Mitchell.”

The revelation of Polly’s testimony lingered in the courtroom. The walls were closing in on me. Every false accusation, every fabricated story, was another brick in the wall separating me from my children. I hoped the truth would come out.

Chris looked at me, a glint of determination in his eyes. “Stay strong, Tim. We’ll get through this.”

I nodded, trying to keep my composure. The proceedings felt like an alternate reality where fiction turned into facts.

After Polly’s testimony, Mark seemed to be in high spirits. “Your Honor, I believe this testimony reveals the hostile and manipulative environment that Tim subjected Candy and her children to.”

Before Chris could respond, the judge raised his hand. "The court will determine the truth from the accusations."

Chris took this opportunity to stand. “Your Honor, while we respect Mrs. Mitchell’s right to share her experiences, it’s essential to note that her testimony is based on a personal perspective. We have evidence to show the contrary.”

Mark quickly chimed in, “Your Honor, if I may? Mrs. Mitchell has no reason to lie. She’s simply a concerned citizen who has seen firsthand the toxic environment that Tim has created.”

The judge gave Mark a pointed look. “That’s for me to decide, Mr. Grubman. Continue, Mr. James.”

Chris took a deep breath. “Thank you, Your Honor. It’s important to highlight the inconsistencies in the testimonies provided. Mrs. Mitchell mentions aggressive outbursts, but other accounts contradict her."

I felt a spark of hope. Chris was methodically piecing together our defense, dismantling the web of deceit that was being spun around me.

The judge nodded, jotting down notes. “Very well. Is there anything else you’d like to add?”

Chris glanced at me. “Yes, Your Honor. We request that the court take into consideration the various incidents where Candy has shown erratic and dangerous behavior. We have medical records, eyewitness testimonies, and more. We ask for a fair judgment based on evidence, not emotions.

I looked over at Candy. Despite her masked face, her eyes revealed fury. I couldn’t understand how things had spiraled so out of control.

As the court adjourned for the day, Chris patted my back. “We did good today, Tim. Stay hopeful.”

As I left the courtroom, a feeling of dread lingered. The battle was far from finished and stakes were at their peak.
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The sun filtered through the windowpanes of my office in the haunted house. There was an eerie silence that I found comforting. I was giving attention to Indiana paperwork when the shrill ring of my phone interrupted my concentration.

“Tim?” I heard Candy ask on the phone.

“Yes, what do you want?” I asked.

“Tim, do you want the kids? I’m moving to Akron,” she said.

My heart skipped a beat, and I responded immediately with a “Yes,” as the world stood still. The weight of her words hit me like a ton of bricks. This was no ordinary conversation; this moment would change everything. And even though I didn’t ask why, she explained why.

“I’ve never been on my own, Tim,” Candy said. “I want to have time to myself, away from the kids, to find who I am.”

I swallowed hard, my mind racing. The seriousness was dawning on me. I’d be solely responsible for our kids, and Candy... she’d be gone. A rush of emotions threatened to spill over. Relief, because the kids would be away from her unpredictable behavior. Anxiety, thinking of the responsibility ahead. Sadness, realizing the mother of my children was willingly giving up her kids to find herself.

“I’ll be happy to take them,” I finally said, my voice stronger than I felt.

And just like that, in one phone call, my world had shifted.

After hanging up with Candy, I felt a whirlwind of emotions. I quickly dialed Chris James. After two rings, his secretary answered, and she switched me back to Chris. I heard his calm voice. “Hello, Tim. How can I help you today?”

“Chris,” I said. I tried to keep my voice steady. “It’s Candy. She called and told me she’s moving to Akron and... and she wants me to have the kids. Just like that. What do I do?”

There was a short pause. “Tim, first things first. Take a deep breath. We need to move fast on this. We’ll get an appointment with the court to get legal custody established for you.”

“But is it that simple? I mean, she can’t decide to leave the kids. There are legal things, right?” I could hear the panic in my voice.

“Yes, but Candy’s willingness to hand over the kids could simplify the process. The main concern is to ensure the safety of the kids. We’ll take care of the legalities.”

Feeling a little reassured, I responded, “All right, Chris. Thanks for being there. What should I be prepared for?”

“Well, we’ll need any evidence of your ability to care for the kids—pay stubs, proof of a stable home environment, and so on. We must demonstrate to the court that the children are better off with you.”

“Got it. Anything else?” I asked.

He thought for a second. “Given Candy’s history, I’d advise you to record any future conversations you have with her, in case she changes her mind or tries to spin a different story.”

“Okay, Chris. Thanks for the advice. When can we schedule a court date?”

“I’ll call right away, Tim. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you get legal custody of your kids as soon as possible.”

“Thank you, Chris, truly,” I said.

“Just doing my job, Tim. I’ll be in touch soon with the date and details,” he said.

After we hung up, I took a deep breath. It was a lot to take in.


Chapter 81



Isat on the edge of my chair, staring at my phone. My heart felt heavy. Candy was leaving. I had to step up for my kids. That also meant making some hard decisions regarding work.

Taking a deep breath, I dialed Dagger’s number. After a few rings, his thunderous voice answered, “Hello?”

“Hey, Dagger. It’s Tim. I’ve got some news.”

“What is it?”

“Candy’s leaving.” I hesitated. “I’ll have the kids full time.”

There was a moment of silence. I could imagine Dagger’s calculating gaze. “What does this mean for our business?”

I took another deep breath. “I can’t manage Ohio anymore. With the kids, I can’t travel as I used to.”

Dagger’s voice rose, the hint of a growl clear. “You can’t leave like that, Timmy. Once you’re in - you’re in. There’s no getting out.”

“Dagger, this isn’t the mafia. I promised to run Ohio for five years,” I said. I tried to keep my voice calm. “It’s been seven. You know I’ve given it my all, and we have a solid team in place. We have excellent managers at both the office and district level. They can handle things fine.”

“You’re bailing on me, Timmy.”

I sighed. “It’s not about bailing on you, Dagger. It’s about being there for my kids. They need me.”

“You can’t walk away. Hire a nanny, you can afford it.”

“I won’t hire a nanny. I always swore my kids would have a full-time parent, and now that it’s not Candy, that leaves only me. And I’m not walking away. I’m stepping back from Ohio. The team can handle it, as long as you trust them and... don’t scream at them.”

“I only raise my voice when it’s needed.”

“More often than not, it’s not needed, Dagger. Trust me.”

Silence stretched between us for a few seconds. “Fine,” he said. I was certain he didn’t mean that.

“And you won’t have to pay me $300 per week to run Ohio anymore. That’s a big saving, right?” I said.

“Don't fuck with me.”

“I’m only making a joke.”

There was a brief pause before Dagger cut to the chase. “So, who’s going to run Indiana and Kentucky if you’re not on the ground?”

“My district managers will,” I said. “They’re more than capable. They’ll bring the closeouts to my office every week. Everything will run smoothly.”

Dagger seemed skeptical. “How can you monitor things if you’re not visiting the offices?”

“Trust me, I can,” I said. I tried to sound as reassuring as possible.

“How?” Dagger asked.

I leaned back, a smirk playing on my lips. “The same way when you call me, and I know it’s you before I answer.”

The line was dead quiet. I could almost see Dagger’s brows furrowing in thought. Finally, he spoke up, “So you plan to run the business with... voodoo?”

“Whatever it takes, Dagger. But don’t worry, the states will run fine.”

“I hope you’re right,” Dagger said. There will be deadly consequences if you’re not.

“Don’t worry,” I said. I tried again to inject some humor into the conversation. “If voodoo fails, I can rely on my management skills.”

“If sales go down, I’ll take over,” Dagger said.

“How can you do that? I own the states?”

“Just hear what I’m saying.”

“You’ll still have the PEEL products. They're your top three sellers. The factory will keep producing and shipping. And you’ll keep getting your kick backs and the tributes from Dee’s states.”

“Fine, keep shipping the PEEL products.”

“Ok, Dagger. I have to go now. I’ll have the last close out ready by Monday. And I’m going to want my $25,000 bond back.”

“We’ll see about that,” Dagger said. I let that go and hung up.

After ending the call with Dagger, I slumped back in my chair, letting out a deep sigh. My decisions weighed on me, and I couldn’t help but wonder what Sheena would think.

“Sheena.” I said. I knew she was listening. “I’m curious about what you’ll say. You said if I don’t finish my lesson with Dagger, I have to start over with another evil man.”

“But Sheena, my kids... they need me. Candy’s gone, and I made a promise my kids would always have a full-time parent.”

I frowned, thinking about Dagger and the torment he'd put me through. The idea of facing another ‘Dagger’ in the future was unsettling. But, if necessary, then I’d do it. I wouldn't abandon my children.

After a long day, I went to bed and fell asleep.
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The sun shimmers across the vast expanse of the lake, its gentle warmth seeping into the boulders. The rhythmic dance of the waves, accompanied by the occasional leap of fish in search of their next meal, provides a serene backdrop. A gentle breeze rustles the leaves and plays with my hair, bringing with it the crisp, freshwater scent.

I can feel Sheena’s presence next to me as we both sit on a boulder watching the water. It’s always comforting knowing my spirit guide is close, especially during times of intense decisions.

“Sheena,” I say. I take a deep breath, trying to put my thoughts into words. “I’ve made a decision.”

She waits patiently, letting the sounds of nature fill the silence.

“I’ve quit running Ohio for Dagger,” I say. “My children need me now. With Candy gone, I have to be the full-time parent as I promised.”

I can hear only birds calling and waves lapping on the shore.

After a time, Sheena speaks, her voice a gentle whisper in the wind, “Timothy Tibb, life often presents us with hard choices. But the path of love and duty is never wrong.”

I nod. I’m not sure what she means. “I worry that after all the time and effort I put in with Dagger, if I step back now, I’ll have to start over. With another... evil man.” I feel a knot in my stomach.

Sheena takes a moment before replying, the breeze carrying her words, “Lessons come in many forms and from many teachers. The universe has its way of ensuring we face what we need to grow. But remember, you haven’t completely turned your back on Dagger. You’ve only let go of Ohio.”

I looked out across the lake, pondering her words. “It feels like... like I’m giving up.”

Sheena smiled at me. “It’s not giving up. It’s re-prioritizing. Putting your children first is noble. And remember, growth isn’t always about confronting dark forces head-on. Sometimes, it’s about understanding when to step back.”

I take a deep breath, the fresh air filling my lungs. “I want to be a good parent. If it means working from home to finish my lesson with Dagger, I’m OK with it.”

Sheena smiles. “You’ve always had a powerful spirit, Timothy. Your journey with Dagger is a part of your growth. The journey isn’t over because the scenery changes. Discover new ways to engage with life’s lessons.”

“You’re right, I can do this. I can be there for my kids and still navigate my path with Dagger.” I paused for a minute in thought. “Sheena, does this mean I don’t have to start over with another evil man?”

“Timothy Tibb, you're still engaged with Dagger. You have not walked away from your lesson. No need to begin again with another evil man.”

A sense of peace washed over me. With the tranquil sounds of the lake and Sheena’s comforting words, my worries seemed a little smaller.

The sun began its descent, casting a golden hue over the water. We sat in silence for a while, soaking in the moment’s beauty.
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Iwalked through the back door of 121 Granville Street. As I stepped in, I smiled at the familiar sight of Patty, engrossed in her work.

“Patty,” I said. I cleared my throat. She looked up with her usual calm demeanor. “I have some big news to share.”

Patty leaned back in her chair, her eyebrows raised in curiosity. “Oh? What’s going on, Tim?”

I took a deep breath. “I’m taking custody of my children. Full-time.”

Her eyes widened, but then she broke into a wide smile. “Tim, that’s wonderful news. Those kids love you so much. I’ve seen it when you bring them here.”

I felt a warmth spread through me. “Thank you, Patty. They mean everything to me.”

Patty tilted her head. “You’re a good father, Tim. They’re lucky to have you.”

“That’s kind of you, Patty. Thank you. There’s also something else with this change. I won’t be living in my upstairs apartment anymore. I’ll be with the kids in my townhouse full-time.”

Patty nodded. “It makes sense. A proper home for your family. And what about this office?”

“That’s why I wanted to chat,” I said. I reached into my pocket. I pulled out a shiny key and placed it on the table in front of her. “I want you to have this. It’s a key to the office. You have the freedom to come and go as you need.”

Patty picked up the key, her fingers brushing over it. “Thank you, Tim. This means a lot.”

“And, uh, Patty, would you mind coming over to the townhouse occasionally to drop off paperwork? It’s a bit out of the way. I’ll compensate you for the drive, of course.”

“Tim, you don’t have to compensate me. It’s part of the job, right? Besides, I’d love to visit the kids more.”

I felt a deep sense of gratitude. “Thanks, Patty. That means a lot.”

She winked. “Anything for you, boss. And congratulations again. Oh, should I bring the ghosts with me when I visit?”

We both laughed.
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There I was, sitting in the cold courtroom, my heart pounding. Across from me was Candy, with Mark Grubman, her lawyer, by her side. Chris James gave me a reassuring nod as we waited for the judge to start the hearing.

“All parties present?” the judge asked. He scanned the room.

Chris James stood. “Yes, Your Honor. We are here today because Mrs. Drobnick has requested Mr. Drobnick to take custody of their children, as she has chosen to relocate to Akron.”

The judge looked over at Candy. “Is this accurate, Ms. Drobnick?”

Before Candy could say anything, Mark Grubman quickly jumped in, “Yes, Your Honor, that's correct.”

I watched, trying to read Candy’s face. She looked distant and avoided my gaze.

“Your honor,” Chris said, “we can show Tim has been providing for his family without fail. We have canceled checks, receipts, a lease for the townhouse, and a schedule of visitations.”

The judge scanned the papers and turned to Candy. “Ms. Drobnick, I need to hear from you directly. Are you willingly, with no threats or coercion, choosing to have the children live with their father?”

Again, before Candy could speak, Mark Grubman interjected, “Yes, Your Honor, my client has made this decision of her own free will.”

I could sense the judge getting irritated at Mark for constantly speaking on behalf of Candy.

The courtroom had grown quiet again, and the judge turned his gaze to Candy. “Ms. Drobnick, there’s something I’m struggling to understand. In our last hearing, you painted a picture of Mr. Drobnick being abusive. Now, you’re willingly giving the children to him. Why the sudden change?”

Candy fidgeted in her seat, looking nervous. She finally spoke up, her voice soft, “Tim is a good father. He can take the children.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. Was Candy admitting this now? After everything she’d said about me before?

The judge leaned forward, his eyes sharp. “Ms. Drobnick, do you realize that by saying this, it implies you have lied in the previous hearing? You have committed perjury. Do you understand the consequences of that?”

The room was tense. Before Candy could reply, her attorney quickly stood, interrupting the silence. “Your Honor, with all due respect, the stress of this divorce has been immense for my client. She hasn’t been thinking rationally. It’s a difficult time for her.”

The judge glanced at Mark Grubb and Candy before leaning back. “Mr. Grubb, I understand divorces can be difficult. But lying under oath is a serious matter.” He paused. “However, given the circumstances, I will not charge Ms. Drobnick with perjury. Consider this a stern warning. The court does not take lies lightly.”

Mark Grubbman nodded. “Thank you, your Honor.”

I exhaled slowly, taking in everything that had transpired. It was a minor victory, but an important one.

Mark Grubman then said, “However, Your Honor, my client needs spousal support and access to Mr. Drobnick’s 2.2 million dollars.”

Chris said, “Your Honor, Mr. Drobnick will consider spousal support, but we won’t give access to any assets until we complete the divorce.”

Mark Grubman whispered something to Candy. “In that case, Ms. Drobnick will accept $3,000 monthly for spousal support and an additional $3,000 monthly for child support.”

The judge’s eyebrows furrowed. “If the children are living with Mr. Drobnick, why would Ms. Drobnick require child support?”

Mark Grubman seemed a bit taken aback, “Well, Your Honor, given the circumstances...”

Before he could finish, the judge said, “It does not entitle Ms. Drobnick to child support if the children are living with the father.”

The judge’s words echoed in my ears. As I sat there, listening to the back and forth between the lawyers, I remembered something crucial. Leaning over, I whispered into Chris James’ ear.
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Chris nodded, making a note, then stood, addressing the judge. “Your Honor, Mr. Drobnick covers all costs for the house at Ashford Glen, including rent, utilities, car expenses, and $1,000 for groceries each month for Ms. Drobnick. Given Mr. Drobnick’s name is on the lease, he’ll continue to pay for it, the utilities, and the car payment and insurance. In terms of spousal support, he proposes $1,000 per month.”

Candy’s face turned a shade of red I'd never seen before. She jumped up from her seat and screamed at me, “You can’t do that to me!”

The judge immediately responded, “Ms. Drobnick! You will maintain decorum in this courtroom.”

Candy, still fuming, leaned over and whispered furiously to Mark Grubman. After a few seconds, Mark cleared his throat, “Your Honor, my client insists she should receive $3,000 for child support.”

Chris looked at me, eyes wide, clearly shocked. Then he shook his head in disbelief, as if he couldn’t fathom her audacity.

The judge turned to me, giving me a chance to speak. “Mr. Drobnick, what would you like to propose?”

Taking a deep breath, I replied, “Your Honor, I have a proposition. If Candy stays in Columbus and grants me liberal visitation with my kids, I’m willing to provide the child support she’s asking for. However, if she moves to Akron, I want full custody of the children. In that case, I won’t be paying child support. But I want to be clear, I won’t force Candy to pay me child support either.”

The judge looked between Candy, Mark, and me, weighing our words. Everyone waited with bated breath, wondering what the final decision would be.

The judge, with a stern yet composed face, turned his attention to Candy. “Ms. Drobnick, you need to decide. Do you choose to live in Columbus and keep the children, or do you move to Akron and let Mr. Drobnick have custody of the kids?”

The room fell silent, time frozen. Suddenly, Candy sprang up from her seat, her eyes squinted, and her eyebrows furrowed. “No one can tell me what to do! I’m moving to Akron!”

The judge nodded slowly. “Very well,” he replied calmly. “Given your decision, I will place the children in the care of their father. And given the unique circumstances,” he said, “I’m inclined to agree with Mr. Drobnick’s proposal. Ms. Drobnick will not be required to pay child support. However, Mr. Drobnick will provide her with $1,000 per month in spousal support.”

Candy’s face turned beet red. “I can’t live on that in Akron.” Her voice broke with desperation.

Chris promptly stood and addressed the judge. “Your Honor,” he said, “Mr. Drobnick is still obligated to pay the rent on the house at Ashford Glen Drive until the lease runs out. He shouldn’t be burdened with the responsibility of paying for a second house in Akron.”

The judge nodded in agreement. “Mr. James has a valid point,” he said. “Ms. Drobnick, I’ve decided. Mr. Drobnick will continue his financial obligations for the house at Ashford Glen, and you will receive the proposed spousal support. That concludes our session for today.”

And with a bang of his gavel, the judge declared, “Court is adjourned.”

As everyone left, I felt a mixture of relief and anxiety. The judge ruled, and while I was grateful for the outcome, I couldn’t help but worry about the future.


Chapter 86



The soft chime of my phone interrupted my train of thought, and I reached over to pick it up. As I placed the phone to my ear, a familiar voice resonated. “Hey Tim, guess who this is?”

“Steve,” I said. I grinned.

“No, this is the Ohio State Manager.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Really? Wow, Steve! Congratulations! I never thought Dagger would pick you for the role.” I remembered how Dagger hated Steve, because Steve didn’t let him push him around or insult his wife.

Steve laughed. “You and me both, Tim. But I think Dagger knows deep down if you vouch for someone, they’re the real deal. Even if he’d never admit it out loud.”

I remembered supporting Steve in front of Dagger. “That’s true. And you deserve it, Steve. You’ve worked hard. Did Dagger extend the job offer to Crystal?”

Steve hesitated for a moment. “No, he didn’t. But, you know, Crystal doesn’t enjoy driving all over the state. She’s going to manage the Newark office by herself. She’s pretty happy about that.”

“That’s great to hear. I’m glad it worked out for both of you,” I said. Steve and Crystal’s dedication made me confident about the company’s future.

“Thanks, Tim. I owe a lot of my success to you. You believed in me when few did.”

I smiled, reminiscing about the early days. “It wasn’t hard to believe in someone who showed so much promise. Just remember to be fair and treat everyone right. That’s the key to good leadership. The reason I got into this business was how fair Harley treated everyone. He never yelled at anyone. He was kind and encouraging. Salespeople worked hard for him. So be like Harley.”

“Speaking of Harley? Have you heard from him?” Steve asked.

“No. Nothing since the day he said someone put a contract out on him,” I said.

“Is it possible it was Dagger? Would Dagger have his own brother killed?”

"I like to think not. But Tony disappeared also. All Dagger would tell me is that Harley and Tony are gone."

We remained silent for a minute. I heard Steve clear his throat. I wiped a tear from my eye.

"Anyway, be like Harley, and you’ll do good."

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Steve replied. “Thanks for always being there for me. I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will. Take care and give my regards to Crystal.”

“I will. Talk to you later, Tim.”

As I hung up the phone, I felt a warm sense of pride. Steve’s rise to a prime position, despite Dagger’s initial feelings about him, showcased his dedication and hard work. I couldn’t be happier for him.
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The phone rang, its shrill tone echoing throughout my home office. I reached out, picking up the receiver. “Hello, Dagger.”

There was a pause before his thunderous voice boomed. “How the hell do you know it’s me every time?”

“After everything we’ve been through, Dagger, you really need to ask that question?”

He huffed. “Whatever. Listen, I want to order three skids of PEEL products for each office. Ship them to the offices in Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, and Pennsylvania.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Three skids for each office? That’s... a lot more than usual.”

“Just do it. I want them there within a week.”

I sighed, noting down the order. “All right, Dagger. Thanks for the business. I’m glad you still want to work with me.”

“Just deliver the products to the offices,” he said. There was something else in his voice that I couldn’t identify.

“I’ll ensure they’re shipped out within a week,” I said. I tried to sound as professional as possible.

With a curt grunt, Dagger ended the call.

I sat there for a moment, staring at the order I’d written. There was something off about it. Dagger never ordered so much at once. It was triple what he usually requested.

A nagging feeling lingered in my mind. This large order from Dagger must have a purpose. But what? Was it a genuine order, or was he planning something? Trying to pull a fast one on me?

I felt uneasy. Dagger’s behavior was even more surprising than usual with this move. Was he plotting against me? Perhaps he wanted to stock up before ending our business relationship.

I shook my head, trying to push away the paranoia. But the doubt remained. Every interaction with Dagger was like walking on thin ice. You never knew when the ground would give way beneath you.

Feeling restless, I needed to do some investigating. I would contact the managers at each office. Grabbing the phone again, I dialed the first number on my list—the Whitehall office. The familiar ringing began, and after a few moments, a voice answered.

“Whitehall office, Mike speaking.”

“Hey Mike, it’s Tim,” I replied.

“Oh, hey Tim,” Mike sounded surprised but pleased. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m calling to let you know I’ll be shipping three skids of PEEL to your office soon. It’s a big order from Dagger,” I said.

Mike’s voice carried a hint of confusion. “Three skids? That’s a lot. We usually get one skid.”

“I know,” I said, rubbing my temples. “It’s strange. Dagger himself placed the order. Has he been in lately? Or called?”

Mike chuckled. “Nope, haven’t seen or heard from him. And frankly, I’m OK with that. You know how he is.”

I sighed in relief. “That’s good to hear. I was worried. Has he seemed... I don’t know, different to you lately? Other than his usual cranky self?”

Mike thought for a moment. “Can’t say he has. Everything seems normal.”

“All right, thanks, Mike.”

“Well, if he’s keeping his distance and sending more inventory our way, I won’t complain.”

“OK Mike, take care, and expect the shipment soon.”

Hanging up, I felt better. At least Dagger hadn’t been causing trouble in Whitehall. But the mystery of the large order remained. I made more calls to Ohio offices to find a common thread.

I dialed the number for the Cincinnati office next.

“Cincinnati office, this is Kwame,” a chirpy voice answered.

“Hey Kwame, it’s Tim,” I said.

“Oh! Hi, Tim. What’s up?”

“I’m checking in about a big order Dagger placed. Sending three skids of PEEL to your office.”

“Three skids? That’s a surprise. It’s been a while since we received an order like that.”

“That’s what I thought,” I said. I felt that familiar unease creeping back. “Has Dagger been around or called you?”

“Nope, haven’t seen him or heard from him. It’s been peaceful.” Kwame had a hint of amusement in his voice.

“Seems to be the trend. Thanks for the info, Kwame.”

“No problem, Tim. If Dagger pops in, I’ll let you know. Thanks for letting me know about the shipment.”

“You’re welcome. Take care,” I said. I ended the call.

By the time I'd called several more Ohio offices, the feedback was consistent. Dagger hadn’t visited or contacted any of them. It was puzzling. On the one hand, I felt relieved that he wasn’t causing any disruptions. On the other, the sudden large order continued to bother me.

The consensus supported the legitimacy of the order. Maybe Dagger had a plan to expand or promote the products more aggressively. Whatever his reasons, I hoped it wouldn’t lead to more complications down the road.


Chapter 88



It had been a week since the intense courtroom session with Candy, and I was in the kitchen preparing breakfast for the kids when my phone rang. It was Candy.

“Hey,” I said. I tried to keep my voice neutral.

Her tone was softer than I expected. “I was wondering if I could come visit the kids? I miss them.”

I paused. Candy had endangered the children. Why should I let them go with her? I had to think, however, something had changed with her. After all, she admitted in court that I was a good father. She was honest that she wanted time to "find" herself. I let out a long breath.

“Of course, Candy. When would you like to do that?” I asked. I wanted the kids to have a relationship with their mother.

“Could I come tomorrow afternoon? Maybe take them to the park?”

“That sounds fine. Give me a heads up when you're en route.”

The next day, I got the kids dressed and ready for their outing with Candy. Their faces lit up with excitement at the idea of spending time with their mom. Candy arrived in her van, and the kids rushed out to greet her, their little arms wrapped around her waist in tight hugs.

“Hey, Candy,” I said. I approached the van. “How long will you be?”

She looked over at me, her gaze distant. “I’ll have them back by 7:00 PM,” she said.

I nodded, watching as the kids climbed into the van. “Take care of them,” I said.

“Always,” she said. Then they drove off.

The day passed slowly. I tried to keep myself occupied with work, but I kept glancing at the clock. No sign of Candy or the kids by 7:00 PM. By 8:00 PM, my anxiety had grown, and I tried calling her several times with no answer. By midnight, I was frantic.

I dialed the police, my hands shaking. “Hi, I’m worried about my kids. My ex-wife took them to the park earlier, and they haven’t returned. Have there been any reported accidents involving a van?” I asked.

“No, sir. We’ve had no reports of any accidents,” he said.

I thanked him and hung up, my mind racing. What could’ve happened? My worst fears took over as I considered all the possibilities. In desperation, I called seven local hospitals, but none had admitted Candy or the kids.

Hours passed, and dawn approached. My eyes felt heavy from lack of sleep, but my mind refused to rest. Then, at 8:00 AM, the phone rang. I jumped, grabbing it instantly.

“Hello?” I said. My voice was hoarse.

“It’s me,” Candy said.

“Candy! Where are the kids? Why haven’t you brought them back?” I asked.

“They’re with me, in Akron,” she said. There was no emotion in her voice.

“What? Why?” I asked. I felt panic rising from my chest.

“I want $3,000 a month in child support, Tim. Until you agree, I’m keeping them here with me,” she said.

I felt my heart drop. “Candy, you can’t do this. They’re my kids too. Please, bring them back.”

“We’ll see.” She hung up.

The morning sun shone through my window, but I felt nothing but darkness. I waited until 9:00 AM and dialed Chris James’ number.

“Chris? It’s Tim,” I said.

“Tim? What’s going on? You sound worried,” Chris asked.

I took a deep breath. “Candy was supposed to return the kids last night. They never came back. I was sick with worry all night,” I said.

“And this morning?” Chris asked.

I hesitated before continuing. “She finally called. She said the kids are in Akron with her, and she won’t bring them back unless I give her $3,000 a month in child support.”

I could hear Chris sighing on the other end. “Tim, you need to report this to the Gahanna Police right away. Make sure it’s on record.”

“But will they do anything?”

“They can’t act unless they know the exact location of the kids. But it’s essential to have it on record. I know a private detective named Calvin Beckett. Call him. He might help.”

I scribbled down the name. “Will that bring them back, Chris?”

Chris was quiet for a moment. “Did you and Candy agree on a time for returning the kids?”

“Yes! 7:00 PM, clear as day.”

“Have you tried to call her?” Chris asked.

“Yes, but she never answers the phone. Knowing her, she broke it or lost it.”

“All right, I’ll begin a contempt of court action. She’s clearly in violation of the agreement.”

“But will that help? Will that bring them home?”

“It’s hard to say. It’s a step, Tim. Not an immediate solution, but the next step we should take. Once the detective finds the kids, you can ask the local police in Akron to pick them up.”

“But what if they don’t help? What if they don’t see it as urgent as we do?” I asked.

Chris tried to calm me down. “I’m not familiar with the Akron police and their procedures, Tim. But it’s worth a shot. Just get the ball rolling. Start with the Gahanna Police, then Detective Beckett. We’ll go from there.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Chris,” I said. I could feel tears erupting.

“We’ll get through this, Tim,” Chris said.

I took a deep breath, holding onto those words. “Thanks, Chris. I’ll keep you posted,” I said.

I hung up the phone, staring blankly at the wall. I felt scared, angry, and devastated.


Chapter 89



Ineeded to call the detective. I quickly dialed the number Chris had provided.

“Beckett Detective Agency,” a gruff voice answered on the other end.

“Hi, this is Tim. Chris James gave me your number. I need help to find my kids. Their mother took them,” I said. I was doing my best not to break down crying.

The voice paused before saying, “All right, Tim. Why don’t you come down to my office? I always meet with new clients in person.”

I looked at the clock. It was nearing 10:00 AM. “When can I see you?” I asked.

“How about 1:00 PM today?” he said.

“Thank you, I’ll be there.”

Next, I called the Gahanna Police. An officer came to my house and took a report. After that, I drove to the detective’s office.

The Beckett Detective Agency seemed old as I approached it at 1:00 PM. The brick building had a timeless, tall and sturdy look, but showed signs of wear and tear. Countless footsteps echoed on the steps as the bricks whispered their stories. It reeked of desperation.

I took a deep breath and ascended the dark, worn steps. As I reached the top, I noticed a faint smell of smoke, the kind you’d associate with old detective movies. I pushed open the heavy wooden door, and the smell became more pronounced, a mix of cigarette smoke and old leather. The interior was dimly lit, with heavy curtains blocking most of the natural light. There was a haze in the air. He should have named his agency, “The Ironic Detective.”

Behind a large wooden desk sat a man who I assumed was Detective Beckett. He looked up from his papers and extended his hand. “Tim?” he asked.

I nodded, shaking his hand. “Yes, Detective Beckett. Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.”

He gestured to the chair opposite his desk. “Have a seat. Tell me what’s going on.”

I started recounting the events of the past twenty-four hours. “Yesterday, Candy, my soon-to-be ex-wife, took our kids to the park. She promised to bring them back by 7:00 PM. But they didn’t come home. I waited all night, tried calling, but there was no answer. Finally, this morning she called me, saying she won’t bring the kids back unless I pay her more money.”

Detective Beckett leaned forward. “So she’s holding them for ransom?”

I nodded, my throat tight. “Exactly. I’m scared for the kids. I don’t know what she’s capable of.”

He scribbled some notes. “Tim, do you have any idea where she might have taken them?”

“She said they were in Akron. That’s where she said she was moving,” I said. I listed every detail I could recall.

Detective Beckett locked eyes with me after a moment of thought. “All right, Tim. We’ll find them. But I need you to cooperate fully. Can you do that?”

I nodded. “Anything. I only want them home.”

“We’ll start with the basics. Addresses, friends, schools, any places she might go. We’ll work from there,” he said. I saw him outlining a plan.

Once he finished, he leaned forward. “Tim, I’ve dealt with cases like this before. Family disputes can be tricky, but my primary concern is the safety of your kids. We’ll do everything we can to find them.”

I nodded, tears forming in my eyes. “Thank you, Detective.”

He then looked at me seriously. “Now, before we proceed, we need to discuss my fees. I charge $1,000 per day, plus any expenses that come up during the investigation. I’ll need a $25,000 retainer to start.”

My heart thumped hard. That was a lot of money, but my kids... they were priceless. Without hesitation, I pulled out my checkbook and wrote. Handing it to him, I said, “Here’s the retainer. Please, find my children.”

Detective Beckett took the check, giving it a quick glance before placing it in his drawer. “We’ll start immediately,” he said. He stood. “I’ll keep you updated on every move.”

I stood too, shaking his hand once more. “Thank you, Detective Beckett. I’m placing my trust in you.”

With a nod, he responded, “I won’t let you down.”

Feeling a mix of hope and anxiety, I left his office, praying that he would be the key to bringing my kids back home.

I spent the rest of the day calling my managers to check on their weekly progress. By 9:00 PM I was exhausted. I went to bed. I turned to my left side, then my right side. Then repeated. I couldn’t stop worrying about the children and wondering if they were safe and happy. Finally, I fell asleep.
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The cool night air surrounds me as I soar alongside Sheena, both of us riding the currents above Columbus. The city lights below sparkle like thousands of tiny stars, painting the night with colors. I feel the freedom, the lightness, and the thrill of being in the air.

“Isn’t it beautiful, Timothy Tibb?” Sheena’s voice floats over, mixing with the distant sounds of the city below.

“It’s incredible,” I say. My eyes fix on the moving tapestry beneath us. The city gradually gives way to open land, the lights becoming sparser.

We pass over fields and small towns, all sleeping under the blanket of night. Occasionally, the faint sound of a distant train horn reaches our ears or the soft, earthy smell of farmland.

“It feels so peaceful up here,” I say, “watching the world go by below.”

Sheena smiles, her ethereal form gliding effortlessly beside me. “It’s a different perspective, isn’t it? Up here, everything seems small and interconnected.”

As we continue flying, the wind whistles past, carrying the scents of trees, flowers, and the occasional hint of the lake as we get closer to Port Clinton. The pulse of the earth is clearer from this vantage point.

“Sheena, in my waking life, I often forget the vastness of the world and all that it offers.”

She nods, understanding in her eyes. “It’s easy to forget the bigger picture. But moments like this, flying free above the world, can remind us.”

I smile. “I always learn so much from you.”

We fly over a large forest; the trees appearing like dark, silent sentinels below. The moonlight casts a silver glow on everything, giving the world an ethereal quality.

“Do you ever get scared, flying at night like this?” I ask.

“Not really. But then, I’ve been flying for a long time. There's something magical about the night. It’s a time of reflection, of peace.”

As we continue our journey, I can’t help but marvel at the beauty of the world below. From up here, everything seems possible, every dream achievable.

After what feels like hours but might have been mere minutes, the lights of Port Clinton come into view. The town sits quietly, its streets empty and houses dark.

“We’re here,” Sheena says.

I nod, taking in the town’s sight below. “It’s beautiful.”

Sheena smiles, her eyes sparkling in the moonlight. “Every place has its own beauty, Timothy. You need to find time to see it.”

We float down, the cool night air rushing past us, the sounds of the town growing louder. As our feet touch the ground, we look out at the water.

“Follow me, Timothy,” Sheena says. She flies and I follow. We feel the cool breeze of the night as we fly over Lake Erie, its moonlit waters shimmering below.

“We’re heading to Put-in-Bay,” Sheena says. Her voice echoes against the wind.

“Put-in-Bay?” I ask. I can see the distant glow of the island’s lights.

“Yes. There’s something there I want you to see.”

We fly closer, and I can hear the soft lapping of the waves below, the rhythmic sound soothing my spirit. The scent of the lake, fresh and invigorating, fills my nostrils.

“You know, flying over the lake like this, it’s...it’s breathtaking,” I say.

Sheena nods. “Water soothes the soul. It reflects, cleanses, and renews. You need this.”

We glide closer to Put-in-Bay, the details of the island becoming clearer. I can see the Perry Memorial Lighthouse, standing tall and proud against the night sky. We begin our descent, landing gently near the base of the lighthouse.
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Ilook around, taking in the place’s serenity, then turn to Sheena. “Why are we here?” I ask.

Sheena takes a deep breath, looking up at the lighthouse. “I brought you here, Timothy, because I wanted to give you a different perspective.”

I furrow my brow, trying to understand. “What do you mean?”

Sheena points to the lighthouse. “See that light? It guides sailors through the dark, through storms, and to safety. It provides a beacon of hope when things seem lost.”

I nod.

“You’ve been going through so much lately, facing so many challenges. I wanted to show you that, like that lighthouse, you have an inner light that can guide you. You are strong enough to overcome any obstacles.”

I swallow hard, her words resonating deep within me. “But it’s been so hard, Sheena. Sometimes, I feel like giving up.”

Sheena steps closer, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I know, Timothy. And that’s OK. But remember, you’re never alone. You have your inner light, and you have me.”

I smile, tears forming in my eyes. “Thank you, Sheena. I needed to hear that.”

She nods, giving me a warm smile. “Remember, life is all about perspective. Sometimes, we must step back, breathe, and change our viewpoint.”

The gentle hum of the lighthouse’s beacon echoes in the quiet night. The stars twinkle with greater clarity here, away from the city. Sheena turns to me, her eyes reflecting the moonlight, and says, “Timothy, there’s something I need to tell you.”

I look at her. “What is it, Sheena?”

She hesitates for a moment, then says, “I’m proud of you. The lessons you’ve learned so far in your life, the growth I’ve seen in you... it hasn’t been easy, I know. Some lessons were strenuous.”

I nod slowly, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Every time I think I’ve figured things out, something new arises.”

Sheena places her hand on my arm, her touch warm and reassuring. “That’s the journey of life. But I need you to understand something, Timothy. You’re about to face some of the hardest lessons you’ve ever had.”

I feel a chill run down my spine, despite the warmth of the night. “Harder than everything so far? Will my children be OK? Please tell me.”

"All I can tell you about your children is that their spirit guides are with them. But since there are lessons for everyone on earth to learn, even your children, I can't tell you anymore. But I also want you to know something else. You want to finish with Dagger, right?”

I nod again. The mere mention of Dagger brings back a flood of memories—many of them painful. “Yes.”

Sheena squeezes my arm gently. “You’re almost done with the lessons involving Dagger. If you can stay strong, if you can persevere, you’ll finish those lessons and you won’t have to deal with him anymore.”

Relief washes over me, but it’s tinged with anxiety. “What do you mean, ‘the hardest part’? What’s coming, Sheena? ”

She takes a deep breath. “The last stretch with Dagger will test you, Timothy. It will test your patience, your strength, and your will. But remember, every challenge you face is an opportunity to grow, to learn.”

I look down, grappling with a mixture of emotions. “I want to be done with Dagger. I want to move on.”

Sheena tilts my chin up, making me look into her eyes. “You will, Timothy. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. Just remember, no matter how hard it gets, you’re never alone. I’ll always be here with you.”

"Sheena, please tell me if my children will be OK. I have to know."

Sheena puts her hand on my shoulder. "Timothy Tibb. Be strong. Be brave."

We stand saying nothing, looking out at the water. I breathe deeply and close my eyes. I reflect. I cleanse. I renew.
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with shades of orange and pink, I sat with Steve, Crystal, and Kermit in my backyard. We sat on patio furniture, sipping our drinks and watching the clouds in the sky.

“Can you believe this year?” I said. I shook my head. “It’s been... well, it’s been something else.”

Steve laughed, taking a sip of his drink. “That’s one way to put it. Crazy roller-coaster of ups and downs.”

Crystal chimed in, her eyes dancing with amusement. “Remember when you started working with Dee to expand PEEL product sales into her states?”

“That was a brilliant move,” I say. “And the way I fooled Dagger to keep him off our backs? That was something else.”

Kermit laughed heartily. “I’ll never forget the look on his face when he bragged to me about that ‘tribute’ for sales in Dee’s areas. You played to his ego there.”

“Sometimes, that’s all it takes,” I said. “A little flattery goes a long way. Especially with someone like Dagger.”

Steve leaned back in his chair, his eyes twinkling. “I have to hand it to you, Tim. No matter how dire, you always manage to turn things around.”

Crystal nodded in agreement. “You’re like a magician, always pulling a rabbit out of a hat when we least expect it.”

I laughed, feeling a warm glow of appreciation for my friends. “I couldn’t have done it without you guys. We’re a team, after all.”

I leaned back. My children were always on my mind. I wouldn't feel happy until I had them back. My heart felt like lead. The cool evening breeze played with the leaves of the trees, creating a gentle rustling sound. As the mood lightened, the conversation turned to their recent working vacation.

“Oh, Tim,” Crystal said. Her eyes were wide. “Steve and I absolutely loved our working vacation to train Dee’s salespeople.”

I smiled, leaning forward. “I’m glad to hear that. You guys did an incredible job in all her states.”

Steve grinned. “Florida was amazing, Tim. The beaches and weather were excellent, and the salespeople were eager to learn about PEEL products.”

Crystal nodded. “And California. We went to some beautiful places after the training sessions. The salespeople were fun to work with. They seemed genuinely excited about PEEL.”

I laughed. “I can imagine. And how did Colorado and Texas treat you both?”

Steve took a deep breath. “Colorado was breathtaking, Tim. The mountains, the air... it was something else. And the salespeople there? They had so many questions! They were keen to understand the products.”

“And Texas,” Crystal said, “Oh, the warmth of the people there was incredible. Not to mention the food. The training went well too, of course.”

I laughed. “It sounds like you both had an amazing time. I’m glad. It was the least I could do, given your hard work this year.”

Steve’s face turned a shade of red, trying to contain his excitement. “Speaking of which, Tim, that car you got us for the trip? It made everything so much easier.”

Crystal leaned forward with a big grin. “And letting us keep it? Oh, Tim, that was beyond generous.”

I waved. “You both deserved it. Your work in training and building the brand in those states was invaluable. Consider it a small token of my appreciation.”

Steve’s voice grew softer. “It’s not only about the car, Tim. It’s the trust, the faith you put in us. We’re truly grateful.”

I looked at the two of them, feeling a surge of gratitude. “You’ve both been with me through thick and thin. You both play a significant role in our company’s success.”
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Alull settled in our conversation. It was Steve who broke the silence with a chuckle.

“You know who we haven’t talked about tonight? Candy.”

Crystal let out a groan, playfully shoving Steve. “Really, Steve? On such a beautiful night?”

Steve grinned, rolling his eyes. “I still can’t get over her telling everyone about the... ahem, ‘lifestyle’ she was trying.”

I sighed, thinking back. “Yeah, she seemed so happy for six months with her sex parties in Akron. She was calm and happy. But then, the minute she found out I was dating someone, she lost it.”

Crystal shook her head. “It’s one thing to choose a lifestyle for oneself, but why shove it in everyone’s face? She used it as an excuse to cause trouble.”

Steve smirked. “Especially when she realized you were getting serious with someone, Tim. Her jealousy got the better of her.”

“Speaking of ‘lifestyle’,” Kermit asked, “What exactly are you guys talking about?”

Steve and Crystal exchanged a glance, deciding how best to broach the subject. Crystal cleared her throat, “Well, Kermit, Steve and I, we’re... swingers.”

Kermit’s eyes widened in surprise. “You guys? Really?”

Steve nodded. “Yeah, but we’re discreet about it. It’s a choice, and we respect others. We don’t believe in flaunting it or using it to hurt someone.”

Kermit pondered briefly. “I mean, everyone’s got their choices. But I’m shocked. You both always seemed so... traditional.”

I laughed. “Looks can deceive, Kermit. Steve and Crystal have always remained true to themselves. And they’ve never let their personal choices interfere with friendships or work.”

Crystal smiled warmly at me. “Thanks, Tim. That’s just it. Our lifestyle is a part of us, but it doesn’t define us. And we certainly don’t use it as a weapon like Candy did.”

Steve chimed in, “Exactly! Swinging doesn’t change our commitment to each other. We have boundaries, rules, and mutual respect.”

Kermit looked thoughtful. “I guess everyone has their own way. As long as you’re happy and respect others.”

I nodded. “That’s the key, respect. Regardless of the choices we make in life, it’s how we treat others that matter.”

As our laughter slowly faded, a shadow seemed to pass over Crystal’s face. She looked at me with sympathetic eyes. “Tim,” she began hesitantly, “I’ve been meaning to ask, any news on the kids? It’s heartbreaking what Candy did.”

My heart sank. Despite the evening’s joy, my children’s absence weighed heavily. “My detective is still searching, Crystal,” I said. I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees, looking at the ground. “Without them, each day feels endless. I can’t believe Candy would do something so cruel.”

Steve placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “We’re here for you, Tim. We’ll do whatever we can to help.”

Kermit nodded in agreement, his usually jovial face filled with concern. “Candy’s actions are beyond understanding. I hope the kids are safe.”

“I pray for that daily,” I said. I took a deep breath. “But amidst all this darkness, there’s been a surprising ray of light.”

Kermit raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Dagger,” I said, “he placed a massive order for PEEL products, right after I resigned from Ohio.”

Steve whistled, “That’s... unexpected. But good for business, right?”

I nodded. “Yes, it’s been a tremendous help. I'd hoped that things might turn around with Dagger on the business front. Sheena told me I still have some challenges to come with Dagger, so I’ll be cautious about my optimism.”

Crystal smiled. “That’s a relief, Tim. Maybe this implies good things ahead from Dagger.”

“I sure hope so,” I said. “I mean, Dagger and I have had our differences, but maybe, with me stepping away from Ohio and focusing on PEEL, we can find some common ground.”

Steve chuckled, “Who would’ve thought? Dagger is becoming one of our best customers.”

Kermit laughed. “Life sure has its twists and turns.”

“Even with this good news, we’re here for you, Tim,” Crystal said, touching my hand. “We’ll support you through everything—finding the kids, dealing with Dagger, all of it.”

I felt a lump in my throat, overwhelmed by the kindness and support of my friends. “Thank you, all of you. It means the world to me.”

Steve gave a nod. “We’re a team, Tim. Always have been, always will be.”

Kermit added, “And teams stick together through thick and thin.”

I smiled, wiping away a tear. “With friends like you by my side, I know we’ll get through this. We’ll find my kids, and we’ll continue to grow PEEL.

Crystal raised her glass. “To hope.”

Steve and Kermit echoed, “To the future.”

We clinked our glasses together. Just then, my phone rang. I picked it up.

“Hello?” I said.

“Hey Tim, long time no see,” a familiar voice said.

“Harley?” I jumped to my feet. “Harley, you’re alive?”

The End
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