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Chapter 1


"Your voodoo is scaring the shit out of Dale." Sammie’s familiar, lilting voice broke the afternoon's stillness as she approached my house.

“Come on in, Sammie,” I said. Sammie, my assistant and friend, responded with a light-hearted chuckle. She extinguished her cigarette on my porch. I opened the door for her.

“Thanks,” she said, stepping inside, the scent of smoke lingering around her. "You have a way of rattling him," she continued as I ushered her to our living room, where we prepared the books for our business each Monday.

Dale. Just the mention of his name brought a bitter taste to my mouth. Dale was also Dagger's business partner. But he harbored jealousy and disdain towards me. Over the years, Dale’s envy of me had morphed into something dark and obsessive. He tried, at every opportunity, to undermine and destroy me, challenging my every move, sowing discord whenever he could.

And then there was Dagger. The man who I was unfortunate enough to call a business partner. Dagger was married to Rita, Sammie's daughter. Unlike Dale, whose envy was covert, Dagger’s cruelty was loud and clear. He derived pleasure from tormenting his underlings, especially the managers and salespeople. His tirades, unpredictable and malicious, were infamous, leaving behind a trail of injured egos and broken spirits. But I refused to stand by idly. Much of my energy went into shielding the vulnerable sales team from his wrath, stepping in as a buffer, absorbing the brunt of his fury.

“So, what's this I hear about Dale?”

“Oh, yeah, l'll tell you in a minute,” she said, leaning forward and resting her head on her hands.

“Thank you for helping me with my books yesterday while I was away. It saved me a lot of time,” I said.

“Yeah, no problem.”

A shadow of sadness fell over Sammie’s face. She wrapped her arms around herself, as if she were trying to ward off a chill.

“What’s wrong Sammie? You look like you’ve had a bad day.”

“I’ve been thinking about Tito. I miss him.”

“Your husband Tito?” She had told me many times about Tito. She was still mourning his passing despite years of separation.

“I want to be with Tito.”

“I’m so sorry.” I didn’t know what to say.

The district managers had delivered the books. She began her weekly counting of the columns. She worked quickly, counting with her fingers, glancing up at the clock by the television as she made a tally mark in the boxes corresponding to each office.

I turned on the little TV on our table. It was time for Murphy Brown. During our Monday nights of working, Sammie and I watched several shows together. Our favorites were Murphy Brown, Designing Women, Coach, The Golden Girls, and Newhart. While we watched them and laughed together, we could work. I looked forward to Monday nights with Sammie.

“It would be nice if Dagger was in a good mood tomorrow. He screams at me for no apparent reason,” I said.

“Don’t let him bother you. He’s all bark.”

“No, I don’t think so. The man is scary. You know, Tony and Harley have disappeared. All Dagger will tell me is that they’re gone,” I said. Sammie rolled her eyes and went back to counting.

“You should know he’s afraid of you. Don’t let him intimidate you,” Sammie said.

“Dagger’s afraid of me?”

“You know. Your voodoo.”

“Voodoo ain’t real. I don’t know why he thinks that.”

“Dale told us you used voodoo on him.”

“Dagger doesn’t seem afraid of me. He screams at me so loud that I nearly pass out.”

“Don’t worry about it. He’s not as scary as you think.”

“I’ve seen his good side, but his bad side far outweighs that.” I laid my pencil on the table to think about it. “I need to be careful around Dagger. He’s not someone to be taken lightly.”

We worked quietly for ten minutes. Then I thought of something.

“Sammie, when were you talking to Dale?”

“Yesterday.”

“Where at?”

“Dagger’s house. He was on speakerphone.”

“Oh, I thought he had driven over to see you,” I said.

“No, he’s feeling sick again.” Sammie paused. “He was telling us about the storm you brought to Indianapolis. That it traveled from east to west, but that doesn't happen. Storms go west to east here.”

“Huh. When I told him that, he said it wasn’t a big deal.”

“He asked others about it. Now he’s scared to death that you’ll bring another storm to him, and make him sicker,” Sammie said.

“I can’t bring the storm. I was telling him it happened, and I think it was because of his hatred for me.”

“Well, Dale learned about the storms. His voice shook as he talked about it. He kept pausing, stuttering. Dagger knows that Dale is a hard core skeptic, so Dale's fear was freaking Dagger out.”

“So, what happened?” I asked.

“Dale said after learning more about that storm, he is sure that your voodoo is making him sick. He hadn’t thought about it until you had explained it to him.”

“Wow. Maybe I'm getting to him. I don’t want him to be my enemy.” I bit on my pencil as I thought about that.

“He’s going to make peace with you. He hopes then he won’t keep getting sick.”

“Wow.” I had nothing else to say. We worked again for twenty minutes.

“Sammie, does my family disturb your work while I'm away? I know they can be noisy.”

“Oh, they're fine. Candy comes in and talks my ear off. They were giggling when Tammy showed up the other day,” she said.

“Did they stop you from working?” I asked. Her smile fell away, and she shook her head.

“Only for a short while.” She had a quiet look. “You should come home in the middle of the day.”

“Why? Is Candy up to something?” I asked. She didn’t look up from her desk when she answered me.

“It may be a good idea to check in.” Sammie continued to write and count out loud.

"Is she cheating on me again? Or stealing from me?" I asked. I raised an eyebrow as I watched her face for clues.

Sammie squinted at me. "I don't want to get in the middle of your domestic situation. All I'm saying is, come home for a surprise visit." Sammie continued to write out numbers and count under her breath.

I looked at her. She had a hardened face, the kind that didn’t show emotion or vulnerability. The more time I spent with Sammie, the more I understood why we had become close in such a short amount of time; She didn’t take nonsense from anyone and always seemed willing to listen to me, even when conversations were tough. She was always truthful and offered helpful advice, even in uncomfortable situations.

Dagger had been a tyrant to us both, which made us realize how precious those moments of true comradeship are. Our bond grew in intensity from there. Sammie always offered her unwavering support without hesitation.
“Thanks Sammie,” I said. I went back to working on my numbers.



Chapter 2


The sun was setting, casting a glow into our living room. I had just arrived home after a day at work, feeling tired and in need of some relaxation. As I took off my jacket, I noticed Candy waiting for me with a frown on her face.

“Hey, Tim,” Candy said. She nibbled on her lip. “I’ve been thinking... Maybe it’s time for us to consider having another baby?”

I paused, a rush of memories flooding my mind. Her betrayal in Denver all came rushing back. Everything suddenly made sense—the way she’d been dressing up in lingerie at night, and her unexpected sweetness to me. However, the idea of bringing another child into our situation left me breathless. I would still wake up in a sweat from the nightmare of seeing her with that other man.

“What? Now?” I struggled to process her words.

“Yes. I mean, haven’t we been getting along recently? I thought... Maybe having another baby could help our marriage,” she said. Her eyes widened, and she smiled.

“It’s not that simple, Candy.” I released a sigh while clenching my jaw. “I’m still not over what you did in Denver.”

Tears welled up in her eyes. “I know I made mistakes, Tim. I thought having a baby might give us a start, you know? Help us leave the past behind.”

“I want to believe that, but how can things be different? How do I know you won’t cheat on me again?”

She wiped away a tear, her voice trembling. “I promise, Tim. I’ve changed. I truly want our family to be happy.”

“I want that too. Maybe we should seek help first. Like counseling to work through our issues,” I said.

She looked away and hesitated before saying anything. “I don’t think counseling will make a difference. I’m convinced that having a baby will.” With those words lingering in the room, she left silently as the fading daylight cast a dim glow over our home.


Chapter 3


The next morning, to check on the new manager, I went to the Clinton office in Cincinnati. Having fired Dennis, I replaced him with Wesley. Kermit was to meet me at the office. Wesley, even in these early stages, was proving his mettle in management, leaving no reason for me to adopt an incognito approach. When I breezed through the entrance, he was waiting.

"Hi Wesley," I said. My voiced bounced off the office walls. Wesley rose from his seat, standing tall and proud. He was of a moderate stature, but his lean, muscular body bore evidence of discipline and hard work. His shirt and trousers hugged his firm physique, making his toned body apparent. 
He walked up with a confident stride, his head held high and a serene smile on his face. He seemed unflappable, giving the impression he could navigate any storm. His grip was strong, and his eyes sparkled with intellect.

"Tim, good to see you," he said. The office behind him was a hive of activity, an orchestra of voices engaged in phone conversations, which generated a harmonious hum. The sound, a symphony of potential sales, filled me with immense satisfaction.

"Wesley, you’re doing a great job here. Keep it up," I said.

Moments later, Kermit strolled in, instantaneously drawing friendly waves from the people around. He had rapidly become a beloved figure in Cincinnati, his remarkable management skills earning him much respect.

"Come outside, Kermit," I said. He fell into step beside me as we exited the door. Leaning against the rough brick wall, Kermit fished a cigarette from his pocket and lit it.

"Kermit, I’m opening Kentucky, and I’ll be the owner. I’m going to need a district manager. You can handle it while still managing the Southern District of Ohio. I’ll pay you a seven percent commission. What do you think?"

"That sounds good to me." Kermit nodded rapidly and looked around. He spread his feet and folded his arms, as if he was ready to take on the task at that moment.

"I’m opening the first office in Covington right across the border. After that, I’ll open two in Louisville."

"When do you want me to start?"

"As soon as I find office space."

Kermit took a drag of his cigarette and blew the smoke out slowly. "I’m ready when you are. Is Dagger OK with this?" Kermit asked.

"Yes, that’s part of our agreement. You can ask him if you like."

With a dismissive wave of his hand, he extinguished his cigarette. “No need, I trust you.” He grinned as he looked at me.

"It’s getting a little exhausting for me to handle all the closeouts, so I’ll ask Harry to take over Northern Ohio."

He nodded in acknowledgement before responding, "Ok boss, I’ll take care of this side of the world." He chuckled lightly at his own joke before adding on in a more serious tone, "I’m ready when you want me to start."

I smiled back at him, then walking inside the office, I outlined the plan details and responsibilities.


Chapter 4


Iwent home that evening. As soon as I stepped through the door, Colin sprinted towards me.

“Daddy, daddy.” His little arms reached up for me to carry him. I swept him up and walked into the kitchen with him on my hip. He pointed at the table. “Show me a magic trick!” I placed him on the floor. He stared up with his blue eyes and waited expectantly for something wonderful to happen.

“Okay Colin, let me get a coin.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a quarter and handed it to him. “Okay, hold this behind your back. Switch it between your hands. Don’t let me see which one, and then hold your hands in front and ill guess which hand it’s in,” I said.

Colin grabbed the coin with a wide grin, spinning around and giggling. Turning back to me, he raised his hands. I glanced at him with an expression of deep concentration as I tapped my finger against my temple.

“I can see in your mind that the coin is in this hand.” I clasped my finger and thumb around his left palm. His hands remained rigid for a moment, then relaxed. In the cup of his hand was the quarter.

Colin’s eyes widened in surprise and amazement. He looked up at me, his small face alight with awe. “Wow, Daddy! That’s cool!” he exclaimed, clenching his fist around the coin.

I grinned at his reaction. There was nothing quite like the look of wonder on a child’s face. “Glad you liked it, buddy,” I said, tousling his hair.

Just then, my wife appeared in the doorway. She smiled at seeing us both in the kitchen, Colin gripping the coin tightly. “Hey, you two,” she greeted us.

“Mommy, Daddy did a magic trick!” Colin exclaimed, holding out his hand to show her the coin.

“Oh, did he now? And what was the trick?” she asked. She left the kitchen and walked over to us.

I showed her the quarter, which made Colin giggle again. “I guessed which hand he was holding it in,” I explained.

My wife raised an eyebrow. “Impressive,” she said. “Maybe you should become a magician instead of a manager.”

“Maybe I should,” I agreed. “But then, who would pay the bills?” We laughed at that. It was moments like these that made all the stress and exhaustion of daily life fade away.

“Do it again, daddy.”

“Okay, turn around. Don’t let me see.” I put my hands over my eyes.

“I’m ready, daddy.”

Opening my eyes. I squinted and put both fingers up to my temples. “It’s in this hand here.” I touched his right hand. He opened it and giggled again.

“Daddy! Again!” We kept up this game for another seven times. Each time, I revealed the coin. Candy watched with one eyebrow raised and her mouth turned down in a frown. Her gaze narrowed on me as if she were trying to see right through to my thoughts.

“Tim, how do you do that?” Candy asked me.

“It’s a simple trick,” I said.

“Well, let me try it,” Candy said. She reached her hand out to Colin, and he handed the quarter to her. She put her hands behind her, looking me in the eye to make sure I wasn’t doing anything tricky.

“Okay, show me,” Candy said. I squinted, touched my eyes, then my forehead and said, “Oh, you’re a tough one to read.” I smiled. Candy frowned.

“Come on, tell me which hand,” Candy said.

I tapped her left hand. Her eyes grew wide. She turned her hand over to show the quarter.

“Well, it’s a one in two chance. It’s easy to guess. Do it again,” she said. She narrowed her eyes at me and put her hands behind her back, then showed me her hands. I tapped her left hand, which had the quarter clutched inside. We did this about ten more times, each time the same thing happened.

“You have a trick up your sleeve,” Candy said.

“Of course, Candy, it’s a trick. I can’t read your mind.”

“Well, show me how it works?”

“Magicians aren't supposed to reveal their secrets,” I said.

“You’re no magician.” She scowled. I opened my mouth as if in shock.

“How dare you insult a magician,” I said.

“Are you using your psychic powers?” Candy asked.

“I don’t have psychic powers. I’ve told you that a million times.”

“Well, what about when Sheena tells you things? Isn’t that psychic?”

“No. If I was psychic, I could decide when I want to know something. I never know when Sheena will tell me something. That’s up to her. I know she won’t waste her time with telling me which hand the coin is in.”

“Please tell me how you do it.” She looked at me and cocked her head sideways, trying to look cute.

“I’ll tell you, but you must keep the secret. Okay?”

“I promise.”

“When you put your hands out in front of me. Your eyes make furtive looks at the hand with the coin. All I have to do is watch for a minute to see which hand you’re looking at. Everybody does it.”

“Well, I don’t.”

“Of course you do. Show someone sometime and watch. It’s a psychological trick. Everybody does it.”

“I want to try it on my friend Shirley when she comes over.”

“Okay, I’m sure that’ll be fun for you two.”

We continued practicing for a while longer, with Candy getting better and better at hiding the coin from me. Colin was still enjoying the game, but I could see that Candy was getting impatient with it. Finally, she put her hands on her hips and said, “Okay, I think I’ve had enough of this for today.”

I grinned at her. “Well, it was fun while it lasted.”

Candy nodded. “Yeah, it was. But now I have a headache from all that squinting.”

“Sorry about that. Maybe we can try something else next time.”

“Sure. Maybe we can play a game of cards or something.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, ruffling Colin’s hair. “What do you say, buddy?”

Colin nodded. “Yeah, let’s play cards!”

As we headed over to the table to get the deck of cards, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction. It was nice to have these brief moments of fun and levity. And if I could bring a smile to my family’s faces, even if it was only for a little while, then it was all worth it.


Chapter 5


Looking for an affordable office space in Covington, Kentucky, wasn’t as easy as I’d thought. My new telemarketing team of seven needed somewhere safe and inexpensive, but not in a high-crime area.

Early one Saturday morning, Covington’s streets were quiet and sunlit. I pulled up to one address, but the crumbling brick and weeds poking through cracks immediately turned me off. This wasn’t the place.

Driving around, my eyes landed on an old brick building with patches of peeling paint. Curious, I went in. Inside, it was outdated, with glass-walled cubicles and dusty desks. But the vast windows on both sides let in generous light. It wasn’t modern, but the space and location could work. After checking that it could hold seven people, I resumed my search.

A few blocks later, I found it–a three-story red-brick building with pristine white window frames. The streets around were lively, with parked cars and folks in business-casual attire.

Inside, the space was large and sunlit. Seven desks sat in cubicles, with the walls painted calming blues, grays, and whites. The abundance of power outlets caught my eye, too. Of all the places I’d seen, this one had the charm and price I wanted.

I called the landlord, and soon we struck a deal. Next, I organized the utilities. In a few days, with the wiring sorted, we were ready to settle in. The relief was palpable.

The following two weeks were a whirlwind. I put out an ad for sales staff and drivers, steering clear of hiring any of “Dagger’s” people as he demanded. The phones buzzed constantly with job inquiries. 


The next day, as the sun was reaching its zenith, three hopefuls arrived in response to the help-wanted ad. 

First was Karen, a tall woman with striking red hair pulled into a neat bun. Her glasses magnified bright green eyes that radiated determination. She extended a firm handshake, mentioning that she’d done telemarketing before, but was eager to join a fresh startup.

Behind her was Jorge, a young man with a quick smile and a notebook already in hand. He eagerly introduced himself, saying he was a recent college grad looking to break into the world of sales.

Last, there was Simone, a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and a warm smile. Her calm demeanor exuded experience, and she shared that she’d spent a decade in retail, eager for a change and a new challenge.

I led them into the telemarketing room, pointing out their potential workstations. “This will be your space,” I began. “As you can see, we’ve invested in making it comfortable and conducive to work. Plenty of natural light, spacious desks, and each cubicle gives you some privacy for your calls.”

Moving on, I showcased our products — an array of energy-efficient light bulbs, each with its unique selling point. “We pride ourselves on quality and affordability. These bulbs are the future–they save energy and last longer. Your job will be to communicate these benefits to potential customers.”

Jorge, ever the eager beaver, jotted down notes and asked, “Are there specific targets or quotas we’re aiming for?”

Before I could answer, Simone interjected, “And what about the returns or complaints process?”

I appreciated their proactive approach. “Good questions. We have monthly targets, which we’ll discuss in our training sessions. And as for returns or complaints, we have a dedicated team for that. Your primary focus will be on sales.”

Karen looked at the bulbs, her interest clear. “And the commission?” she asked.

I smiled, knowing this would pique their interest. “20% on every sale,” I said.

Jorge’s eyes widened, and Simone let out an impressed whistle. “That’s generous,” she said.

Karen nodded in agreement. “With a product like this and that kind of commission, I think we’re looking at a great opportunity.”

Their enthusiasm was contagious. As I wrapped up the tour, I felt confident in this new batch of recruits and the bright future ahead for our telemarketing room.

It felt good showing new hires around, hearing their laughter and excitement. I had a solid team, and I was eager to see our potential.

With my trained sales crew and two drivers in place, it didn’t take long for us to turn a profit.


Chapter 6


An aroma tantalized my tastebuds as I walked in the door. I had arrived home from work. In the kitchen, Candy was chatting with the neighbors while chopping a salad at the table. There was a pot of water boiling on the stove.

“Hi honey, I’m home. Hello ladies.” I tipped my imaginary hat.

“Oh, hi Tim. Sit down at the table and I’ll make a drink for you. What would you like?” Candy asked.

“Water would be fine.”

“I bought some margarita mix today at the store. I can make you one,” she said.

“Well, thank you. Sure, I’ll take a margarita.”

Candy stepped into the kitchen. She placed a handful of ice cubes into the blender. As the ice clinked against the glass, Candy’s smile grew.

Next, she grabbed the margarita mix. Its zesty aroma filled the air as she uncapped it with a satisfying pop. The tangy scent of limes and the subtle sweetness of the mix teased our senses.

Candy poured the margarita mix into the blender, the vibrant green liquid cascaded over the cubes, promising a refreshing beverage.

With a flick of her wrist, Candy turned on the blender, and its powerful blades roared to life. She watched as the ice and mix blended together in a whirlwind of frothy goodness. The ice cracked and turned into slush as it mixed with the margarita mix.

Once the mixture reached the perfect consistency, Candy switched off the blender. The whirring sound faded, leaving behind a satisfying silence. She lifted the blender jug, squinting at the vibrant green concoction within.

Candy grabbed a margarita glass, its rim already dusted with salt, and poured the slushy margarita with a steady hand. The glass filled up, the icy mixture spilling over the brim. She couldn’t resist taking a quick taste, and a smile spread across her face as the cool flavor danced on her taste buds.

“Here you go dear.” Candy set the glass in front of me. I felt shocked at Candy's margarita set-up and that she was being so nice to me. Who was this woman? And what did they do with Candy?

“Thank you very much, Candy. This is delicious. I didn’t know we had a blender, much less margarita glasses.” I hadn’t noticed until that moment her guests also had margaritas.

“Shirley and I went shopping yesterday. She helped me pick them out,” Candy said.

“And I love your margaritas,” Shirley said. She took a sip.

“What are you cooking on the stove?” I asked.

“I’m boiling chicken without the skin.”

“Skinless boiled chicken? I’ve never heard of that.”

“I saw it in a magazine today. It’s good for us.”

“All right, well, healthy food is good.”

I drank my margarita and watched Candy chat with her friends, stir the chicken, and get plates from the cupboard. As she set them on the table, she leaned over and kissed my cheek. I smiled. She went back to the stove and dipped the chicken onto a serving plate.

“Colins’ out back. Why don’t you bring him in?”

“Okay. Where is Sapphire?”

“She’s taking a nap. I’ll bring her down when she wakes up.” Candy said. I opened the door to call Colin. He came in stomping his feet on the floor and stopped and stretched his neck and took a long inhale.

“Smells good,” Colin said.

“Okay boys, sit down. Dinner is ready.” Candy placed the serving plate of chicken on the table and put a salad in front of me and her guests. She gave Colin carrot sticks and ranch dressing to dip them in.

“This is wonderful Candy,” I said.

“Yes it is,” Shirley said. The other ladies nodded.

“Candy added salt, pepper, and hot sauce.” She lifted her fork to her mouth and closed her eyes as she bit into the chicken.

“I love this chicken, mommy,” Colin said.

“Yes, Candy. Thank you for doing this.” I looked at her. She smiled at me.

“Candy, read our minds today,” Shirley said. I frowned.

“Yes, it was amazing,” Cindy and Marsha, her other two guests, agreed.

“Was it to guess which hand a coin was in?” I asked. They all nodded.

“That’s a trick, you know.” I leaned back in my chair and looked at Candy. She didn’t respond.

“I don’t see how it could be a trick,” Shirley said. I didn't pursue that matter any further, but I squinted at Candy. She looked away.

After eating dinner, and her guests had left, I helped Candy with the dishes. Candy brought Sapphire down to feed her as we sat on the couch to watch a TV show with Colin. Candy leaned against me. I knew what she was up to. I knew why she served me dinner and showed me affection. She wanted a baby.

“Are we rich yet?” Candy asked. This was a frequent question. I couldn’t trust her with the money. She’d spend it and then we would no longer be rich.

“No, not yet, Candy,” I said.

“What about our real estate business?”

“We own the 60 acre forest, as you know. And I have three rental properties, as you know. That’s all we have right now.”

“But doesn’t that make us rich?” She turned to me with one eyebrow high.

“We’d have to sell the houses to get any money out of them. Right now, the rent pays for the mortgage payments and other expenses. Eventually, the rent will pay off the house. So we are getting rich, but it’s a slow process.”

“Don’t you make a lot of money being the Ohio director for Dagger?”

“Candy, we’re comfortable, but Dagger keeps cheating me out of money. Plus, he’s holding over $25,000 in back pay for what he calls a ‘bond’.”

Candy looked back at the television. She didn’t seem happy with my answers. If I told her we were worth at least a quarter million dollars, she would hound me until she could spend it.

“Candy, why didn’t you tell your friends the mind reading was a trick?”

“I did. They must not have heard me.” Candy held the bottle to Sapphire’s lips and looked at the TV. “Honey, after we put the kids to bed, I have a surprise for you upstairs.” Candy smiled at me. I was curious.

After finishing the show and tucking the children into bed, we went to our bedroom and closed the door. Candy lit a candle and turned out the lights. As we settled into bed, Candy had a smile and high eyebrows. “Tim,” she whispered into my ear, “I have a little something special for you tonight.”

Intrigued, I couldn’t help but wonder what Candy had in mind. I waited as Candy slipped out of bed and disappeared into our private bathroom. The moments felt like an eternity, and my curiosity grew with each passing second.

After what seemed like an excruciatingly long ten minutes, the bathroom door finally opened. There, standing before me, was Candy, dressed in a stunning, lacy teddy negligee that flattered her every curve. The delicate fabric adorned her figure like a work of art. My mouth hung open, not sure what to say.

My heart raced as I took in the sight of my beautiful wife. It had been more than a year since Candy had showed a sexual interest in me.

Candy approached the bed with her eyes locked on mine. The flickering candlelight in the room added to the allure of the moment, creating an intimate ambiance.

After a minute, I regained control of my tongue. “You are beautiful, Candy.”

“Thank you,” Candy giggled. She turned slowly to give me a full view.

Candy climbed onto the bed, closing the gap between us. “I wanted to do something special for you, my love,” she whispered. Her voice was smoother than normal. “Tim, take your clothes off, silly,” Candy said.

I jumped from the bed and shucked off my pants, which revealed my pale skin. My hands fumbled with the buttons on my shirt as I worked to free myself from the fabric. My bare feet felt the warm soft carpet as I shed every article of clothing.

Candy pulled back the blankets and patted the mattress next to her. I crawled in and sat next to her and kissed her. Even though I knew this was a ploy, I enjoyed touching her. “Have you thought about having a new baby?” Candy said. She looked at me with a sweet smile.

“I have thought about it,” I said. If I told her I was dead set against it, I had no chance of sex that night. I had to choose my words carefully.

“We could try tonight?” Candy asked.

“I need a little more time to decide. But we can practice? Is that okay?” I looked at her, and she squinted at me. I reached out to see if she'd pull away, but she didn’t move. My heart pounded in my chest and my breathing quickened as I leaned over to kiss her. Her eyes fell shut and her lips opened slowly against mine. A spark ignited within me. I had almost forgotten what it felt like to be with a woman.


Chapter 7


For the next closeout, Dagger told me to go to Indianapolis. Dale was too weak to travel, so Dagger, in a rare moment of kindness, traveled to Dale. As I drove to Indianapolis, I recalled my last trip, when the storm of death followed me. I thought about how Sammie said Dale had learned that storms should not do that and now he wants to make peace with me. Today, the sky was blue, and the air was fresh. An excellent setting for a peace-making day.

At 2:00 in the afternoon, I walked into Toby’s Pool Hall to find a large open space with lots of natural light pouring through the windows. They lined the walls with 20 pool tables, and all but four were empty. The wooden bar was polished, and it had a long row of mirrored bottles with their golden liquid glimmering in the afternoon sunlight. The bar was full of patrons, and the smell of alcohol and food filled the air. They decorated the walls with framed posters of iconic pool players. Pool sticks leaned against the wall and chalk rested on the edge of each billiards table.

Dagger and Dale were playing pool, so I went over to join them. Dale seemed unusually weak. It had been three weeks since his last attack on me: I had briefly returned his energy.

“What’s up, guys?” I asked.

“Just shooting some pool,” Dale said.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Dale.

“I’m doing good, a little tired.” Dale had dark circles under his eyes and his skin was a pale gray. He had a weak handshake and a forced smile, and I could see he was trying to be friendly.

“Hey Timmy, how you doing?” Dagger asked.

“Ready to shoot some pool? I assume you’re shooting for money?” I asked.

“Hundred bucks,” Dagger said. I looked at Dale. He shook his head.

“I’ll bet 10 bucks, Dagger,” I said.

“Yeah, Dagger's killing the balls today,” Dale said. The game ended with Dagger and Dale. Dale handed over ten dollars. He must not have convinced Dale to bet $100, either. It was my turn to rack the balls for Dagger. One by one, he picked off the balls.

“Would you like a beer, Tim?” Dale asked. The shock almost knocked me over. What was this kindness?

“Sure, Dale, I can grab it. Do you want one?” I asked.

“Yeah, grab me a Bud. Put both on my tab.”

I grabbed the beers and brought them back to the pool table. I handed Dale his Bud and clinked my bottle against it.

“Cheers,” I said.

“Cheers, Tim. You’re not half bad at pool. We should play more often,” Dale said.

I couldn’t believe it. Dale was being friendly. This afternoon was turning out better than expected. Sammie was right. Taking a long swig from the bottle, Dale sat back down. The man’s situation made me feel bad.

“Dale, have you gone to the hospital yet?”

“I did. Doctors checked me out and found nothing wrong. The doctors suggest it's psychological.”

Dale chuckled when he saw Dagger miss his shot and took another drink. My turn had come. After sinking three, I missed one. Dagger returned and cleaned up. I gave him ten dollars.

After two more rounds of pool, we found a table to do our closeouts. We ordered lunch, then closed out. Compared to the previous week, Dale’s numbers had increased by $5000.

“That’s some shitty numbers,” Dagger told Dale.

“Dagger, considering he’s been weak, plus his numbers increased, that’s pretty damn good. That shows he’s an excellent manager,” I said. Dale smiled at me and looked appreciative.

“I don’t care if he’s weak. That’s not my problem. What’s with you two? Why aren’t you fighting?” Dagger asked.

“Maybe we realized peace is better for business. It was a profitable week for us both.” I replied.

“Well, I told you two to quit fighting a long time ago. It’s about time you listened to me,” Dagger said. This was Dagger’s way of claiming credit for the increase in profits. Never did he give credit to anyone else.

“Can I help you until you’re better, Dale?” I asked.

“Tim, I don’t think so. The people you sent me are excellent, and they're helping me out. So thank you,” Dale said.

Again, I about fell off my chair. Maybe he wouldn’t attack me again. My heart soared at the thought.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

We finished our beer and lunch, and it was time to go. Dale grabbed his coat to leave, and we shook hands.

“Take care of yourself, Dale. See you soon,” I said.

“Take care, Tim,” Dale said. He looked back as he made his way out the door.

I couldn’t believe it had gone so well. We all seemed to have found a common ground. All in all, this was one of the most successful business meetings I had ever attended and one of the most surprising endings as far as my relationship with Dale was concerned.

As I drove down I-70 toward Columbus, I thanked Sheena and God for helping me to make peace with Dale.


Chapter 8


Dagger wanted to visit the Ohio and Indiana offices with me. I wasn’t keen on the idea, but at least I could monitor him so he wouldn’t scream at my people. After spending some time in Whitehall, we moved on to West Broad. Our next stop was Toledo, then Fort Wayne, part of Dale’s territory. Keith, a manager I recruited and trained, was in charge. Dagger and I rode in his Ford Ranger to the front of the building. I followed Dagger inside the door.

Standing with his arms crossed and legs spread, Dagger stared at the room. He said nothing. Keith greeted me as I walked up. Several people greeted Dagger, but he only squinted.

"Why is Dagger doing that?" Keith asked.

"That’s how he lets everyone know he’s in charge. No idea how he thinks that will motivate people," I said.

"Well, I wish he wouldn’t do that."

"I know. Try to be patient." Dagger finally walked to Keith’s desk and finally spoke after five minutes of staring.

"How’s your numbers?" Dagger asked.

"We’re at $3000 for the week," he said.

"This is Wednesday. Those numbers suck. Are you wasting my resources?"

"Three of my salespeople are sick this week. Normally we’d be about $5000." Keith moved back from his desk.

"That’s not an excuse. I don’t care if your entire team is sick. If you can’t make the numbers you’re out. I want numbers, God dammit." Dagger slammed his fist on the desk, causing Keith to jump. All eyes turned to him. "I want to see you outside. Buster, follow me!" Dagger walked out the back door. Keith and I followed.

Keith was visibly shaken when we entered the alley. He seemed about to cry. Dagger stuck his finger in Keith’s face and screamed at the top of his voice. "You are a piece of shit. I don’t understand why you're running an office. You’re losing money that could be mine. Do you really want this office?"

"Yes sir, yes I do," he said. He had his eyes wide open. His hands trembled. His breathing became heavy. Initially, I wanted to step in, but this was Dale’s territory. I felt terrible for Keith. In Ohio, Dagger had been nice to my managers. Perhaps Dagger wanted me to know he was in charge. Maybe it was the reason he was angry.

"Keith is a good man, Dagger," I said. "He was excellent in training."

"Then why the fuck is he losing money?" Dagger grit his teeth and frowned at me.

I shrugged. "His salespeople are sick."

"This ain’t your fucking territory, Timmy. Shut the fuck up," Dagger said. He turned back to Keith. "If you don’t have $10,000 by the end of this week, I'll fire you and ban you from working anywhere in my company. Do you understand?" Dagger looked Keith directly in the eye.

"Yes sir, I understand," he said. As Dagger marched back to the office, he grabbed Keith’s ceramic mug from the desk and smashed it against the wall. I was familiar with this scene. After leaving the office, he got into his Ranger. As I followed, I got into the passenger seat.

"Dagger, that doesn’t motivate people to sell. You only made sales drop. It hurts people. Managers and salespeople are feeling bad. Making sales is hard when you feel bad," I said.

"I’m the boss. I tell them what to do. I told them to make more sales."

"Dagger, when you were a salesperson, how much did you sell?"

"I was okay. I did about a thousand dollars a week."

"Did your manager scream at you and belittle you?"

"Hell no. He was afraid of me."

"Dagger, I don’t see how to explain this to you then. Making sales is difficult if people feel intimidated and frightened. Customers can hear the salesperson’s depressed voice and don’t want to buy from them. As a result, they become more depressed because they aren’t making money. It doesn’t help anybody when you do this."

"My method works pretty good. The company is doing great, thanks to me."

"Dagger, it’s because you’re still screaming at Dale’s people that I’m outselling him. That poor guy has no chance of succeeding. You need to leave his people alone. Let Dale do what he does. He’s good at it," I said. After putting the Ranger into gear, he backed out, saying nothing more. For the next 30 minutes, we drove quietly down the highway toward Indianapolis.


Chapter 9


"You want some coffee?" Dagger asked.

"Sure, that would be great," I said. Taking the exit, Dagger pulled into Wendy’s drive-through and ordered two coffees. He handed one to me and drove back up on the highway.

Dagger dialed Dale’s number. He instructed Dale to report to the Indianapolis office within an hour.

"I don’t care that you’re in Merrillville. Get your ass to Indianapolis."

He listened for a few seconds. "God dammit, be in Indianapolis in an hour or your ass is grass. Do you understand me?" Dagger hung up the phone.

"How can you expect him to get from Merrillville to Indianapolis within an hour?" I asked.

"I don’t. I like to make him sweat."

"I don’t think that’s right." I shook my head.

"It doesn’t matter what you think. What matters is that Dale knows who is boss."

As soon as we reached the Indianapolis office, I followed Dagger inside. I didn’t have any say in how Dagger treated them. Dean, the manager, was another I recruited and trained. Dean was a good man. He told me in the past that Dagger screamed at him. I felt bad for him, but there wasn’t much I could do.

"I want you to take inventory now. Move everything to the other side." Dagger pointed.

"Why?" Dean asked.

"Do what I say or you’ll be on the street." Everybody hung up the phone. Dean signaled a couple of people to help.

Dagger put his hand up. "Sit down. I want Dean to handle this by himself."

Dean looked petrified. "I can’t do this by myself."

"If you can’t do it, you’re fired. Get out of my office."

"Please, don’t fire me. I’ll do it. But first, I’ve got a driver on the phone. I’ve got to read tickets to him," Dean said.

"The driver can wait." Dagger put his hands on his hips and gave Dean his best death stare. Dean counted and moved the inventory.

As he sat down, Dagger went through some of Dean’s papers.

We sat in silence for a few minutes. I could tell that Dagger enjoyed it. Finally, he spoke up.

"You know, Timmy, I’ve been thinking about you."

"Oh?" I wasn’t sure where this was headed.

"Yeah, I think you’re a smart guy. You’ve got a load of potential."

"Thank you, sir."

"I’m going to give you a raise."

"Really? Thank you, sir."

"Yes, I think you deserve it," he said as he handed me an envelope.

"What’s this?" I asked.

"Your raise." He smiled.

I opened the envelope and inside was a picture of a half-naked woman.

"Hilarious, Dagger." I worried about anyone else seeing it. That wasn’t an appropriate joke in the workplace. I couldn’t believe that Dagger would treat people like that. He didn’t care about anyone but himself.

After 30 minutes, Dean finished moving and counting the inventory. He handed his inventory sheet to Dagger.

"You’re the type of person who would steal from me. I was checking for holes in the inventory," Dagger said. "Now you can talk to your piece of shit driver." Then to me he said, "Let’s go." Dagger left.

I looked at Dean, shook my head, and said, "I’m really sorry," then followed Dagger out.


Chapter 10


As we pulled out of the parking lot, Dagger said, "I feel great. We should go get some lunch. I’m buying what would you like?"

I was astounded. All around him, he’s wrecking people’s lives, but he feels good.

"Sally’s Grill is nice. They have good sandwiches," I said.

Dagger called Dale. He told him to meet us at Sally’s Grill. He said he better not be late.

When we got to the restaurant, we ordered beers even though it was midday. Frankly, I needed something after spending the day with Dagger. He had a big smile on his face. He was having a great day.

"Don’t you love this business, Timmy?" Dagger asked.

"Yeah, sometimes. I don’t like the part where people scream at me," I said. Dagger smiled and chuckled. Making others feel bad was actually enjoyable to him.

"When I take away their entire paycheck, you should see their faces. It’s priceless. I live for that look," he said. He pondered for a few minutes before saying, "I was thinking tonight we could stay the night in Terre Haute after we visit their office. What do you think?"

"That sounds good to me."

"There’s a Red Roof and I know a good club."

During lunch, the conversation became pleasant. Dagger showed his good side when he wanted to. When the check arrived, Dagger paid as promised and got up.

"Dale isn’t here yet. Should we wait for him?" I asked.

"No, fuck him."

"You think you should call and tell him we’re leaving?"

"No, it’ll be funny when he shows and we’re gone," Dagger said. He was tickled pink that he made Dale drive across the state only to abandon him. We drove to Terre Haute, where we visited the office. Dale still managed this territory. After blowing up the place, Dagger smiled widely. We got back into his Ranger.


Chapter 11


"Let’s check into the Red Roof," Dagger said. We each got adjoining rooms. We got our keys, took our bags to the room. Taking a shower helped me relax after that stressful day. Dagger called my hotel phone after 30 minutes.

"Shall we go to the club now?" Dagger asked.

"I’ll meet you outside." We got into his Ranger and drove until we saw this gigantic sign. It said 80 beautiful ladies and one butt ugly one.

"Dagger, this is a strip joint. I don’t think we should go to a strip joint."

"Why not? Don’t you like tits and ass?" he asked.

"Sure, I love seeing naked women. But I’m married. Candy might not like me going here." But then I thought about it. Candy didn’t care when I did closeouts in Harley’s strip club. I called her.

"Hey, Candy, this is Tim."

"You boys having fun?" Candy asked.

"Dagger is. We’re in the parking lot of a strip bar. He wants me to go in there with him."

"I don’t care, go ahead. Have fun," Candy said. Her answer didn’t surprise me.

"Okay, but I’ll only look. I won’t do anything wrong," I said.

"Okay, have fun." Candy hung up. I looked at Dagger. "She doesn’t have a problem with it. Are you going to call Rita?"

"Hell no. I’m the man of the family. I do what the hell I want." Dagger slammed the door.

A man with chains and tattoos collected the cover charge. Since I wasn’t planning on doing closeouts, I had only petty cash, but I had $20 for entry. Dagger sat down at a table near the stage and leaned back. I joined him. He had a big grin as he looked at the entertainers. I wondered how long we’d be there.

We got a couple of beers. A tall, leggy blonde came over and Dagger bought her a drink. I thought that Candy wouldn’t like this one bit. Soon after, the blonde walked away. "What the hell was that?" I asked.

"I don’t know," he said. "You’ve got singles, right?" Dagger asked.

"No, I had no clue we were going to a titty bar."

"No problem, I’ll spot you $200." He handed me a stack of singles. "I’ll take it out of your paycheck."

Apparently, he was planning to have some fun. As we sat and talked and occasionally handed out singles, he talked about his dream of owning his own sports bar.

"Tim, you could be a bartender for me. Wouldn’t that be fun?" He asked.

"Well. Sure. Sounds like fun," I said. I thought, why would I want to work for you somewhere else? He became friendlier and more jovial as the night wore on.

"Hey, I’m copying TV shows onto VCR tapes. When I get thousands of them, I’ll open up a bar on an island beach and play all those videos without having to pay royalties," he said.

"That sounds like a lot of fun. How do you get new shows after you get to the island?"

"Those people won’t know the difference. They’re living on a deserted island."

"If it’s deserted, how do you make money?"

"Well, I don’t mean deserted. I mean, you know, tropical, isolated."

"Oh, I see," I said.

"You can help me run the bar," he said. I wondered if he was delirious. Did he know how he treated me? Why would he expect me to go to an isolated island with him?

"Sure, Dagger. Sounds like a load of fun."

Shortly afterward, Dagger bought a drink for a tall brunette. After a few minutes, she left. This kept happening all night long. Dagger would buy a girl a drink and then she'd leave. I was having a good time. I didn’t care that Dagger was blowing his money on strippers and I was happy they weren’t taking mine.

"Hey Timmy, how’s your family doing?" Dagger asked.

"They’re doing great. Colin will start kindergarten next year. Sapphire is growing like a weed. Candy seems happy, and she has a few good friends, including Dale’s girlfriend."

"You don’t know how lucky you are to have a boy. I’d give anything to have a son."

"Do you have any daughters?" I asked.

"Yes, I have one. From my first marriage. And of course she’s wonderful and smart like me," he said. That made me almost snort my beer through my nose.

"Well, I think you’re fortunate to have children, male or female."

"Yes, but you got one of each. I'd die to have a son."

"Maybe you can have one with Rita?"

"We’ve been trying for years. She hasn’t been able to get pregnant. But I hope she gives me a boy."

"You know the father decides if it’s a boy or girl, right?"

"Oh, that can’t be right," he said.

"Yes, that’s how it works. You don’t know yet whether you can produce boys. You probably can."

"Well, that kinda destroys my plan of getting a dozen women pregnant to make certain I get a son." He smirked. Because he had been faithful to Rita, I knew he wasn’t serious. But Rita may not be fond of him at the titty bar.

As one dancer looked down on us from the stage, we both stopped talking.

"Why are you ignoring us? We’re dancing our hearts out for you," she said with a smile.

"Oh, we’re not ignoring you. We’re keeping an eye on the stage and you’re the most beautiful up there," I said. Dagger and I both put dollar bills in her G-string. She turned and went to the pole.

We talked and drank for three hours. Dagger mostly did the talking and the drinking. But he acted like I was his best friend.

Finally, at closing time, a tall brunette came over and sat down. She was about the tenth girl that Dagger had bought a drink for. We talked with her for a while. Her name was Sarah. Being new to the town, she was trying to earn some extra cash. She had started stripping a week ago. She seemed different from the others. When another dancer distracted Dagger, I leaned over to Sarah.

"Sarah, can I ask you a question?"

"Sure." She smiled.

"Why are so many dancers coming to see Dagger? No one came to me."

Sarah smiled like she had a secret. She leaned toward my ear. "I like you, so I’m going to tell you. Your friend called before you arrived and said he'd pay double for all the drinks he bought for the ladies if they would ignore you. He left his American Express at the bar when he came in."

"Why would he want you all to ignore me?"

"I’ve seen this type of guy before. He spends a lot of money to make himself look important. He’s probably trying to show you he is more important than you are."

"Oh. Well. Jokes on him. Unlike him, I didn’t have to spend money." We both laughed.


Chapter 12


When we left, Dagger was plastered. I followed him to the truck to make sure he didn’t get lost. He started fishing for his keys in his pocket.

"Dagger, let me drive. You’ve had too much to drink," I said.

"I can drive no matter how much I drink."

"Well, I’m not getting in the car with you and if you drive like this, you’re probably gonna kill yourself or somebody else."

"Are you saying I can’t drive when I’m drunk?"

"Yes."

"You’re all right, Timmy." Dagger laughed and handed me his keys. I sat behind the steering wheel while he buckled up, then drove to the Red Roof.

I parked in the back to avoid the light. Dagger leaned against the truck, looking up at the stars.

"It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it," he said.

I saw the stars were glowing. "Yeah, it is," I said.

"I wish I could see the stars every night."

"They make you feel insignificant, don’t they?"

"No, they make me feel like there’s something bigger out there. Something worth fighting for." Dagger paused and took a deep breath. "I used to look at the stars and dream about being somebody important."

"What happened?" I asked.

"I’m important now." He was silent and lost in thought. I stood there, stargazing, not wanting to disturb him. After a while, Dagger spoke again.

"Do you ever dream, Timmy?"

"Yeah, I do."

"What do you dream about?"

God, if only he knew my dreams were another reality. I couldn’t tell him about Sheena and the others. "Enough money for a happy family."

Dagger looked at me and smirked. "You can dream bigger than that." He clapped me on the shoulder and staggered away. I followed to make sure he didn’t fall over.

I walked behind Dagger up the outside stairs, keeping an eye on him. When we reached the top, he leaned on the rail, his eyes spinning.

"We should’ve brought those girls home with us," Dagger said.

"I doubt that was in their plans. Drunk men hit on them every night, and they’re experts at rejecting them."

"Yeah, but I’m rich. They’d want me."

"What about Rita?"

"She wouldn’t have to know," Dagger said. When he stretched, he stumbled back, his butt hit the top of the rail and his feet left the ground. Time froze for me. In that second, I thought. Just let him go. But my last reaction was to grab his shirt and pull him to safety. He fell onto his knees and started laughing. I had just saved his life. I doubted he'd ever know it. The scary thing was that for a split-second, I considered letting him die.

I’m not a sociopath. Pain doesn’t excite me. But at that moment, I could see how someone might let that asshole die. I believed Dagger had a complete lack of empathy. Our managers weren’t human to him. They were things to be discarded. I’m not sure what made me save Dagger at that moment. Perhaps he reminded me a little of myself. In any case, I couldn’t stand to see someone killed, even Dagger.

After Dagger was in his room, I went to mine and went to sleep.


Chapter 13
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The storm is moving faster than usual toward us. I stand by Sheena, watching it.

“Sheena, tonight I almost let Dagger die. Just for a split second, I contemplated not saving him. Why would I do such a thing?”

“You’re fighting evil. It can infect you, but you overcame it.”

“Am I going to become worse?” I ask.

“Only you can answer that, Timothy Tibb. I will intervene if that happens. Be careful, though. The more you fight evil, the more it will try to consume you. You must stay strong, for yourself and for those you love. Ultimately, it is your decision. But me and the others will do everything we can to protect you.”

Sheena calls me Timothy Tibb, so I know which reality I'm in. When I'm awake, I'm Tim, or Tim Drobnick, or Timmy if Dagger is talking to me. And when I'm asleep, I'm Timothy Tibb. Except, I'm not asleep. I'm in another reality.

“Sheena, is working with an evil man teaching me not to be evil?”

“It’s a small part, but there’s a much bigger part. If I told you about that, it wouldn’t be a lesson.”

As we linger in the night, Sheena’s words consume my thoughts of good and evil. Her words echo in my head, warning me of the dangers of fighting evil. I wonder if I'm strong enough to resist the lure of darkness, or if I'll succumb to it like so many before me.

Lost in my thoughts, I don’t notice the figure in the yellow raincoat lurking in the shadows until it is too late. A hand clamps down on my mouth, muffling my scream as it drags me into the barn and slams me against the wall, again covering my mouth. Its breath makes me gag and the stench of rotting horse manure assaults my nostrils as I struggle against my attacker. But it is too strong, and I soon realize that I'm no match. As fear grips my heart, I think about all the things I have yet to accomplish in life, all the people I still have to protect.

With its head partially concealed by a yellow hood, I can make out its face: a gelatinous blob with dark eyes. “I’m here to teach you a lesson, Timothy Tibb. A lesson you won’t forget.”

Then it slams me onto the floor into the shit, pinning me with his body. Its breath is hot on my face, and I can smell the stench of unwashed flesh.

“You think you’re so righteous, don’t you?” it hisses. “But you’re like the rest of us. You enjoy the power, the thrill of the hunt. Admit it, Timothy. Admit that you’re as evil as the villains you fight against.”

I struggle to break free, but it holds me tight, his fingers digging into my flesh. All around us, shadows dance and flicker, like demons come to claim my soul.

And then, as suddenly as it had begun, it's over. The hand releases my mouth, and I gasp for air as I crawl away from my attacker. But as I turn to face it, only Sheena is there.

“Sheena, what was that?”

“We came too close to the storm. We need to leave.”

As we both fly away from the storm, I can’t shake the feeling that something has changed within me. Something that makes me feel more powerful, more alive.
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Chapter 14


Candy and I were enjoying a Sunday afternoon at the park with our kids. Colin was busy on the monkey bars, while Sapphire, still wobbly on her feet, clung to Candy. She let go and sat, looking so cute in the grass, her dress fanned out around her like a little parachute.

“Tim,” Candy said, “I want us to have another baby.”

I looked at her as a whirlwind of thoughts rushed through my head. This was the third time she brought this up.

“Candy, with our marriage as it is, can we handle another child?”

She took a deep breath. “I believe a baby could help us. Lately, I’ve felt so lost and sad. Another child would make me happy. Then maybe I won’t resent you as much.”

I frowned. “Resent me? For what?”

“You’re always out, doing whatever you please, while I’m stuck at home with the kids,” she said.

“But how would another child change that? You’re already stressed with the two we have. Adding a third would increase your stress. And you'd still be stuck at home with the kids.”

Candy looked desperate. “I understand, but if I had another baby, I believe I’d feel better. I’d start cooking, cleaning, and taking better care of you, the kids, and our home.”

I felt surprised. “A baby isn’t a solution to our issues. How would it suddenly change all that?”

She searched my eyes. “Don’t you love me?”

“Of course, I do. I work hard to provide for and protect this family. I want what’s best for us.”

“If you loved me, you’d want me to be happy. Another baby might fix everything.”

I sighed, feeling conflicted. “I need to think it over. But know this: I want you to be happy. And I’ve always hoped you’d be more present, in all ways.”

Her voice quivered. “If we have another child, I promise I will be. I’ll never forget special days, and I’ll be there for you, always.”

“Let’s not rush this. We need to think and talk it through.” I said. I tried to process the weight of our conversation.

We sat together in silence on the park bench, watching Colin and Sapphire play. The children’s laughter echoed in the distance, a stark contrast to the heaviness of our conversation. Colin chased after a butterfly, his compact form darting between trees. Sapphire, still tentative on her feet, took a few steps before plopping back down on the grass, laughing joyfully at her own little adventure.

Candy and I exchanged glances every so often. After a while, the weight of our conversation still heavy between us, I glanced at the setting sun, casting a warm orange hue over the park. “It’s getting late,” I said.

Candy nodded, pushing herself up from the bench. “Colin, Sapphire, time to head home,” she said.

Colin, with a groan of disappointment, jumped off the swing he’d been on. “Just five more minutes, Mom?” he asked. He gave her his best puppy-dog eyes.

Sapphire, hearing her name, started toddling towards us, her chubby cheeks flushed from playing.

“All right, only a few more pushes,” Candy said. She walked over to give Colin a few last swings. I gathered our picnic blanket, shaking off the grass, and collected the scattered toys Sapphire had been playing with.

With everything packed into our bag, I slung it over my shoulder and walked over to help Candy with the kids. Colin ran ahead, racing towards our car, his earlier disappointment forgotten. Sapphire, with her tiny steps, trying to keep up, giggled as I swooped down to scoop her into my arms.

Reaching the car, I began loading our things into the trunk while Candy strapped Sapphire into her car seat, ensuring she safely buckled her in. Colin climbed into his seat, still energetic from the day’s activities, recounting his adventures to anyone willing to listen.

Once we stowed everything and secured the children, Candy and I took one last look at the park. Sliding into the driver’s seat, I glanced over at Candy. Her face showed a mix of exhaustion and contemplation. With that, I started the car, and we began our journey home, the road ahead uncertain.


Chapter 15


Sammie and I sat side-by-side, books open and papers strewn between us. On the screen, Murphy Brown was discussing something while waving her hands around. The muted show created an eerie atmosphere that cast a glimmer of light around the room and against our faces.

The air was thick with the smell of paper, ink, and coffee. As we worked, the faint aroma of Murphy and her crew’s cigarettes wafting in through the screen came to life with each puff. Well, that was probably Sammie from her last smoke break.

“Sammie, what do you believe happens after we die?” I asked.

Sammie paused, and her face became solemn. She stared off into the television for a few moments before she spoke. “I think we’re part of an eternal cycle. Life continues after we die, but it changes form. I believe I'll see Tito again. I believe he’s waiting for me.”

“I hope you do, Sammie. But not too soon,” I said.

“I feel like when somebody dies, they leave behind an energy that lingers in the air—like a memory. That’s what we call our spirit guides or guardian angels, and they’re always with us.”

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a coin that had been rubbed smooth with age. “My grandpa gave this to me before he passed away; it’s supposed to be a good luck charm of sorts. Occasionally, when I’m feeling down, I feel a warmth coming from this coin. I almost feel like it’s my grandpa trying to tell me not to worry—that everything will turn out okay in the end. I believe I'll see him after I die.”

“You don’t know for sure, right?" I asked. "Has anyone ever talked to you after they died?”

“Oh, I’ve seen some pretty weird things,” Sammie said.

Sammie began to tell me a story about how her aunt had passed away and the week after her aunt’s death, Sammie had stayed over at her aunt’s house and slept in her room. In the early hours of the morning, Sammie had woken up to find the room illuminated in a soft, warm glow. She had seen her aunt standing at the end of the bed. Sammie had felt a sense of peace wash over her as she watched her aunt smile and disappear.

“I know it sounds crazy, but I believe that was my aunt’s way of saying goodbye. It was her spirit saying that she was still looking out for me,” Sammie said. A smile crept onto her lips.

“I guess we’ll never know until we die,” I said.

Sammie shrugged. “Maybe not.” Sammie stood and walked outside for a smoke break. I followed to look at the stars.

“How about this, Sammie? There should be a pact between us. Whoever dies first attempts to contact the other.”

“Well, sure, why not?” Sammie smirked.

“No, I’m serious. Whichever of us dies first, must reach the other one at midnight on the first full moon following our death. Sound good to you?”

Sammie’s face softened. “Yeah, sure. A date with death sounds like so much fun. I’m looking forward to it.” She took a long drag on her smoke and coughed into her sleeve.

“Be open-minded, Sammie. I’m sure we need to take our pact seriously if we want to remember it after death.”

Sammie’s face softened. “Yeah, sure. That sounds nice.” She took a long drag on her smoke. “I guess it’s a deal, then.”

I smiled at Sammie and took another sip of my drink. I knew our pact was a bit eerie, but I couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement at the thought of it. We talked for a while longer, discussing our beliefs about life after death and of the paranormal.

As we returned to work, Murphy Brown was still entertaining us. My heart swelled to have someone to talk to about these matters, and no matter the outcome of our pact, I knew it was worth it.

We went on with our work until we finished. Sammie lumbered through the door to leave, looking back to wave goodbye. I felt a new connection to her and our pact, and I promised myself that we would talk about it again soon.


Chapter 16


The next morning, the tires of my car crunched to a halt in the parking lot of the brick office building. I was in Bexley, one of the upscale business districts, and as I gazed up, I could easily spot the window that faced Main Street. It belonged to the office that Steve and Crystal managed for me.

The moment I entered the building, the scent of polished wood and fresh paper wafted toward me. I headed up the stairs, hearing the muffled sounds of conversation and phones ringing. Pushing open the door, I was instantly met with the familiar buzz of a telemarketing office in action.

“Tim,” Crystal said. She jumped from her seat, her petite frame exuding energy, and the tight dress she wore shimmered as she moved. Her eyes twinkled and her perpetual smile widened even more. “It’s so good to see you!” She gave me a hug.

Steve, seated not too far from her, rolled his eyes playfully, a smirk hinting at the corner of his mouth. He might act like the tough guy with his broad, 350-pound stature, but those who knew him were well aware of the kind soul he harbored inside.

“Hey, boss,” he said. He kept a gruff tone, though the smile never left his face.

“Crystal, Steve,” I said. I nodded at the three other workers, who were sending me warm smiles. “Everything running smoothly here?”

“Like clockwork,” Steve said. He repeatedly tapped his desk for emphasis.

I beckoned to Steve and Crystal. “Care to step outside for a quick chat?”

They both nodded, and soon the three of us were standing on the pavement outside, the mild breeze playing with Crystal’s hair.

“Business aside,” I began, “How have both of you been?”

Crystal’s smile remained unwavering. “Fantastic! Thanks for asking.”

Steve raised an eyebrow, his smirk persisting. “Been good. Been good.”

Taking a deep breath, I updated them on a few personal matters. “Dale’s been giving me some space lately. Looks like he might call a truce.”

“That’s great news,” Crystal said. Her voice was sweet and genuine.

“And Candy... she’s been thinking about having a baby. We’re still deciding.”

Steve let out a hearty chuckle, lightening the mood. “A little Tim running around, huh?”

I grinned. "Yeah, mini-Tim number two. The first one is running around nonstop. Like the Energizer Bunny that keeps going and going."

Before I knew it, Steve was cracking one joke after another, his laughter infectious. Even the passerby couldn’t help but smile at his contagious joviality.

“It’s always a joy visiting you both,” I said. I looked at my watch. “But I’ve got to head to the Dayton office.”

“We understand,” Crystal said. She gave me her ever-present smile. “Safe travels, Tim.”

Steve waved, his other hand clutching his stomach as he continued to chuckle at his own jokes.

“Take care, you two,” I said. I climbed into my car. As I drove away, I glanced in the rearview mirror, catching the sight of Steve and Crystal, standing side by side, waving goodbye.


Chapter 17


During my next tour of the telemarketing offices, I booked a room at the Econo Lodge in Toledo. After visiting offices all day, I was too sleepy to make it home. After cleaning up, I went to bed and closed my eyes. Slowly breathing, I relaxed my muscles after a stressful day.

Suddenly, with no warning, red and yellow lights flashed in the room. They rotated on the window shades. My first thought was that it must be police officers outside. Maybe they’ll go away. The lights flashed silently while I waited. There were no sounds outside.

After five minutes, I got up and peeked through the shade. All I saw was a dark parking lot. Nothing outside was making light. The lights on the shades were still flashing when I stood back. There was no light outside after raising one shade. On the shade that was still down, red and blue lights blinked.

My heart was racing as I opened the door and stepped outside into an empty parking lot. Neither lights nor sounds were outside. Back inside, I pulled down the other shade. It was still blinking.

Lifting both shades, the lights went out. The shades were still lit when I pulled them back down. I lifted the shades and switched on the light. Nevertheless, the lights flashed as soon as I pulled the shades down again.

I sensed the air move in front of me, and the lights went out. It felt like I was being jostled. My heart beat quicker. A second shove came from the same place, weaker than the first. The next push was lighter and faster. My thoughts were going a thousand miles an hour. And then again, a nudge, each one softer than the last.

I glanced toward the wall and made out a looming shape, gradually becoming bigger. It took the shape of a person—Dale. A gust of wind swept over me as the silhouette stepped closer. I pushed against it with both hands, but felt an invisible force securely wrap around my legs and pulled me onto the floor with a hard thud. It then dragged me through the bathroom doorway. Each time I attempted to stand, the shadow pushed me toward the bathtub and I'd fall on the mosaic of green and dark gray tiles covered with grime. A stench of mildew combined with a toilet neglected for days filled the room.

I felt the heat of the steam from the showerhead in the bathtub. I hadn’t turned it on, but something had. Why was this force pushing me closer to the tub? Was it trying to drown me? I stood once more, but this time it shoved me back into the tub.

Red and blue flashing lights continued to illuminate the room. The tub I lay in had become the passenger seat inside of a mangled vehicle. Rain was coming through the smashed windshield on my face. Blood was flowing down my arms. I looked to my left and saw a woman. Blood had mangled her hair and her head hung as if her spine were broken.

Mangled metal pinned against my sides of my arms. I looked back at the woman. Her arm was twisted at a bad angle. The dashboard had crushed her chest. Her eyes were open, but I could see she was dead.

There was blood coming from a cut on my forehead. Blood flowed from my mouth from biting my tongue. Blood was dripping from my ears as if something had hit me with a bat. A sharp pain in my shoulder and a sudden urge to urinate caused me to sweat.

And then I blacked out.

My cell phone awakened me by the bed where I had left it the night before. The sun had risen, and the bathroom was well lit. I was laying in the tub but I was dry. I was confused.

Was what I recalled true? I was certain it had occurred. I knew my eyes were open. Perhaps I had stepped into an alternate reality, but that had never happened while I was awake before. Only while sleeping. Usually Sheena was with me in that reality. I had not seen her the night before.

I got out of the tub and realized the tile was not wet. I remembered lying on top of the slipperiness of the tile. I was sure that I had seen a dead woman. I was sure that something had pulled me into the bathroom. I was sure I had seen a dark shadow turn into Dale.

I walked to my bed and answered my phone. It was Candy, asking for money. I told her I was on the way home.


Chapter 18


The following Tuesday, Dagger told me to meet him at the Scotch and Soda, a tiny tavern tucked away behind a shopping mall, for Monday closeouts. It was possible to enter through the mall. Everyone entered through the back alley.

Pool tables and bar stools crowded the room, dimly lit by a few wall sconces, giving the room a cozy atmosphere. The owners crammed the walls with various pictures of local events.

The smell of stale beer wafted through the air, mingling with the scent of cigarette smoke and sweat. The faint smell of whiskey reminded people what kind of bar it was.

The sound of laughter and conversation filled the air as people moved around the room, clinking glasses and clattering pool cues. Through it all, there was a steady bass beat from the jukebox in the corner playing some classic rock songs. People shifting their weight to get comfortable caused the vinyl covered stools to squeak.

Ironically, Dagger was drinking scotch and soda at the bar. Bringing the closeout books, I sat beside him.

“I’m here. Why are we working in the bar?” I asked.

“I felt like it,” he said. With such impeccable logic, how could I possibly argue?

“Okay, here are the closeout papers.” As I lay out the folders on the bar counter, he stopped me.

“Timmy, let’s have some shots.” He handed me two shots of tequila. I didn’t drink tequila, but I took a sip.

“Come on, Timmy, you had a hard week. You deserve it,” Dagger said. The man actually sounded decent. So, being cordial, I downed the second shot.

“Thanks a lot, Dagger. I appreciate that. Let me show you our numbers so I can go home.”

“First, a couple more shots.”

“Dagger, I can’t handle shots like you. You must have developed a high level of tolerance while in the Marines,” I said.

“Come on, one more. You deserve it. You’ve worked hard this week.”.

“Well, okay, one more, that’s it, then you do the papers.” I downed the last shot.

“Okay, let’s go over the numbers. I shoved the folders back over to him.”

After flipping through the pages, he set the book back on the bar. He looked at his Rolex presidential watch, took it off, and laid it on the bar.

“Feel how heavy that is. It’s solid gold,” he said. I lifted it.

“Wow, that’s heavy,” I said. A lady sitting next to him noticed the Rolex.

“Can I feel how heavy it is?” she asked. Her hair was a bright, sun-kissed blonde, cascading in waves down her back. Her exposed cleavage was deep and inviting and she was wearing an eye-catching dress that accentuated her curves.

“Sure you can. Here you go.” Dagger slid the watch over to her. She picked it up.

“Can I try it on? I’ve never worn a Rolex before,” she asked.

“Sure, go ahead,” Dagger said. She wrapped the watch band around her wrist. Her eyes and her smile grew. It slipped off because her hand was too slender. Then she laid it before Dagger.

“Thank you very much. My name is Julie.” She gazed at Dagger as she sipped her drink.

“Hi, I’m Dagger, nice to meet you.” He began chatting with her and I noticed she was moving into flirting mode. In the meantime, I started feeling the effects of the tequila and was hoping to finish those numbers soon. As the lady’s flirting became more overt, Dagger became uncomfortable. He turned away from her and focused on me. He impressed me with that. Pretty women sway many married men. Since Dagger was in a committed relationship, he politely ignored her. For that, I gave him props.

“Ready for another shot, Timmy?” Dagger asked.

“If you look at three charts, I’ll do another one. We need to get this done,” I said. I shoved folders over to Dagger. As he reviewed them, he raised two fingers to the bartender. The bartender brought over two more shots of tequila. Dagger held his glass out to me. With my glass in hand, I clinked his.

“Cheers,” Dagger said. And we both drank. “Another, Timmy?”

“No, I’m past my limit. Let’s get these numbers done.”

“Let’s play a game of pinball first.” Dagger strode confidently to the pinball machine. He grasped the edges of the machine, shaking it but not enough to make it tilt. He stayed focused on the game, paying close attention to the ball as it bounced between flippers and bumpers. His brow furrowed slightly as he lost his ball, and he stood back with a sigh of disappointment. Then it was my turn. I wasn’t good at pinball. I never had the patience for it. I'd always lose my balls within a minute. This time was no different.

“Let’s play for points, okay?” Dagger asked. “Loser buys drinks.”

“You’ll beat me every time,” I said.

“Tell you what. I’ll spot you. I have to get five times as many points as you to win.”

“Okay, fine,” I said. Dagger seemed intent on getting me drunk. After 30 minutes of play, he won. We went back to the bar. The bartender brought two shots of tequila. We drank. My vision was blurring.

“Dagger, we need to get this finished.”

“Okay, I’ll do three offices and another shot, okay?”

“I'm way past my shot limit.” I shoved the paperwork over to him. He shoved them back. Ultimately, I agreed on shots if he did three offices. He held two fingers towards the bartender.

“Dagger, this will be my sixth shot. It’s way more than I can handle,” I said.

“Well, you can still count, can’t you?”

“I don’t care how drunk I am. I can always do math. Are you trying to get me drunk so you can skew the numbers in your favor?” I asked. Dagger grinned, drank his shot, and then pointed at mine. I downed mine.

“Let’s play another game of pinball,” Dagger said.

“Oh my God, Dagger. We need to finish this paperwork.”

“Oh, come on. You’re right, I want to see if you can do math when you’re drunk.” We played another pinball game and returned to the bar. That tequila had me flying loops, but I could do math, which shocked Dagger. I was glad to finish that closeout.


Chapter 19


The house was eerily quiet when I got home. The tension between Candy and me hung thick in the air, like a heavy fog that refused to lift. I could feel the weight of our unspoken words, of the desires and doubts that lay between us.

“Tim,” Candy said. Her voice quivered and her eyes were wide. “Have you thought about it? About having another baby?”

I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I needed her to understand my fears. “Candy, I’ve thought about it a lot. I know how much you want this, but we can’t ignore our issues. Having the first two children has not mended our problems, it only added more strain.”

She wrung her hands, tears threatening to spill. “But Tim, a baby... it might fix our marriage.”

Taking a deep breath, I said, “It’s not only about us. It’s about the child, too. Do we want to bring another life into this? Into our confusion and hurt?”

She looked away, her voice barely a whisper. “I think a baby can fix us.”

My heart ached hearing her say that. “Candy, a baby isn’t a band-aid. We can’t expect a child to fix our problems.”

I reached out and took her trembling hands in mine. “We need to work on us first.”

She bit her lip, struggling to hold back tears. “Is it because of the mistakes I made? Because I betrayed you?”

The words hung in the air, their sharp edges cutting deep. I sighed. “It’s a part of it, Candy. You broke our trust, and we need to rebuild it.”

She nodded slowly, wiping away her tears.

We stood there for a moment, lost in our thoughts. The weight of the past and the hope for the future intermingled, making the path ahead uncertain.

Candy got up and left through the door to the backyard, saying nothing else. I watched her silhouette against the setting sun, her shoulders still carrying the weight of our talk.

As I wandered into the family room, I found Colin playing with his toy trucks, his innocent eyes looking up at me. “Hey, champ,” I said. I picked him up. He hugged my neck, unaware of the storm of emotions his parents were navigating.

“Can we play outside, Daddy?” He pointed toward the patio.

I nodded, carrying him out, feeling the fresh air on my face. As we stepped onto the patio, Candy was already there, seated on one of the lounge chairs. We exchanged a brief, silent glance before I took a seat beside her. For a moment, it was only us, watching Colin as he played with his toys in the yard, his laughter breaking the heaviness that had settled between us.

The serenity was short-lived, however. The shrill cry of the baby monitor pierced the quiet, signaling that Sapphire was awake and needed attention.

Candy’s maternal instincts kicked in immediately, and she stood. “I’ll go get her,” she said. She gave me a fleeting look before heading back inside.

She left me on the patio, watching Colin, the weight of our conversation still lingering.


Chapter 20
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I land on a sparsely wooded field near the barn where I meet Sheena. The hum of insects makes distant music drifting over the fields. A crisp scent of fresh air surrounds me.

“Hi Sheena. What’s in the tree line?” I point to a thick black mass of trees along the other side of an unseen fence.

“There were some deer standing there earlier, just enjoying the peace of the forest,” she says. With my eyes closed, I sense a peaceful aura emanating from the forest.

“You’re right, it feels good,” I say. A crow caws loudly from overhead.

“Sheena, Candy has been talking about having another baby, and I’m not sure how to feel. On the one hand, she believes it will fix our marriage and make her happier. But I worry it could lead us down a tough road that will cause more problems in the future.”

“That is not a reason to have a child,” Sheena says. I nod. We stand in silence for a while, listening to the rumble off in the distance.

“So, do you think I should refuse?” I ask.

“I think you should say yes. But that’s not my decision to make.” She turned to look at me, and the intensity in her eyes surprised me. I looked down and pulled a wildflower from the ground.

“You said it wasn’t a good reason to have a child. Why would I agree to it?” I lift the flower and release it into the breeze. It falls at Sheena’s feet.

“I have permission to tell you that there is a soul ready to be your son. It’s an agreement you made before you were born.”

“Before I was born? I don’t understand.”

“You have been you for a long time. But you have unique experiences and different lives in different bodies. Before you were born, you made an agreement with four other people to be your child in this life. It’s part of developing your karma.”

“Four children? I only have two.”

“These four souls have lessons to learn, and they had chosen you to help them on their journey. They chose to become siblings, and they asked if you would be their father. You agreed, because having them as your children would help you learn some of your lessons,” Sheena says. I take a deep breath and nod. The sound of blood rushes to my ears as a profound understanding settles over me.

“I have no memory of this,” I say.

"Of course you don’t. God gave you amnesia of your past lives when you were born. But you still bring lessons you learned from previous lives. After you finish this life, you will remember it all."

“I thought before you told me you couldn’t tell me what happens when I die?” I ask.

“I can’t tell you what will happen. I know when you die, a review will decide if you have learned your lessons. Then you will make new decisions about your next life. Unless you move on.”

“Move on? Is that a bad thing?”

“No. It’s a good thing.”

“Will God punish me?”

“No. You will repeat your lives until you have learned your lessons. God does not punish anyone.”

“What about Candy? Do I have an agreement with her?”

“You do not. Candy does not yet choose her own lessons. God decided it was best she spent this life with you. He chose her lessons.”

“This is really weird. This is really, really weird.”

As I sit there, contemplating everything Sheena had told me, a sudden realization hits me. “Wait, do my children know about this agreement? Do they know about their past lives?” I ask her.

Sheena shakes her head. “No, they do not. They are not ready to know about this yet. But they will in due course. They will remember everything when they have passed on.”

I look at the storm in the far distance, feeling a mix of emotions. I'm happy that my children are in my life and that we are all helping each other learn our lessons. But I can’t shake off the feeling of unease. What if I failed to teach them the lessons they needed to learn? What if I couldn’t help them on their journey?

“Don’t worry, Timothy Tibb,” Sheena says, sensing my thoughts. “You are exactly where you are supposed to be. The lessons you need to learn will present themselves to you in due time.”

I nod, feeling a sense of comfort from her words. It feels as if a veil has lifted, and a deeper truth lays beneath the surface, becoming suddenly apparent to me.
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Chapter 21


The next day, after visiting my offices, I headed home. As I drew near to our home, the sky was darkening into a blend of orange and purple. The realization of the weight of the agreement made with those souls settled heavily in my chest. But beyond the weight was a sense of clarity, of understanding that this wasn’t only about Candy and me; it was a cosmic dance that we were a part of.

I found Candy on our patio, sitting on the wooden bench, watching Colin on his swing. The fading light cast shadows that danced around her, mirroring the turmoil I felt inside.

“Hey,” I said. I sat on the bench next to her.

She looked at me. “Hey.”

“Candy, I’ve been doing some thinking.” The words were heavy on my tongue. “About what you said.”

She stiffened slightly but said nothing, waiting for me to continue.

“Sheena talked to me in my dream last night,” I said. Her eyes widened in surprise.

“She did? What did she say?”

I recounted my conversation with Sheena, watching as a myriad of emotions played across Candy’s face—surprise, confusion, hope.

When I finished, she was silent for a moment, processing. “Tim, this is...a lot to take in.”

“I know, and I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. But, Candy,” I took a deep breath, “if we’re meant to have another child, if there’s a soul waiting for us, then let’s do it. Let’s have a baby.”

She looked into my eyes, searching for any hint of doubt or hesitation. “Are you sure, Tim? Are you saying this because you believe it, or because you think it’s what I want to hear?”

“I believe it,” I said. I jutted my chin out. “It’s bigger than us, Candy. It’s something we’re meant to do.”

She wrapped her arms around herself, tears streaming down her face. “I want this, Tim. More than anything.”

“I know. And I’m ready too.”

We sat in silence for a while, the weight of our decisions settling around us. The world seemed brighter, the colors more vibrant, as if the universe were acknowledging our choice.

“I’m going to need maternity clothes,” Candy said.

“I know,” I replied. I knew this decision would cost me a lot for Candy’s shopping.

As the last rays of the sun dipped below the horizon, I held Sapphire as we watched Colin. Sapphire shifted in my arms, her tiny hand grasping at my shirt. I smiled down at her, feeling a surge of love for this little girl who had already stolen my heart. She was a blessing we hadn’t expected, but one that we were grateful for.

As the days passed, Candy and I prepared for a new baby. We converted the spare room into a nursery, painting the walls and filling it with furniture and toys. Candy spent hours poring over baby name books and making lists of potential names. I had suggestions, but she rejected all of them. Except for when I suggested I watch the kids while she went shopping.


Chapter 22


The following Tuesday, Dale was at the closeout with Dagger when I arrived. He was shooting pool in the dungeon.

“Hi Dale, Hi Dagger,” I said.

“Hi Timmy,” Dagger said.

“Hi Tim,” Dale said. I walked over and shook Dale’s hand. Lines, showing a life spent in anger, hardened Dale’s face. The dark and brooding look in his eyes faded as he greeted me, revealing a hint of understanding.

We both understood the significance of the handshake and there was peace between us. We said nothing, but I could feel a deep humility within Dale as he gripped my hand.

I was enjoying this truce. It had been many weeks since Dale had attacked me. I hoped this would continue.

“Well, it’s nice to see you. You must feel better?” I asked.

“Yes, much better. I’m not as weak. I almost feel normal again,” Dale said. His posture relaxed slightly, and his eyes softened as he spoke. A small smile tugged at his lips as if he finally felt comfortable enough to show emotion again. He looked relieved, as if someone had lifted an enormous weight off of him.

“How were your numbers this week?”

“Two thousand more than last week.” He nodded as if pleased with himself.

“Good job Dale. My managers seem to do…” I stopped myself. “I’m sorry. I meant your managers seem to do a good job.”

“No, it’s okay. They're your managers. You sent them to me. I appreciate your help. They’re doing a good job.”

“I’ve done my best not to have contact with any of them as per your wishes. I respect your territory.” Dale and I had made progress. I was glad that I had built a rapport with him.

“It’s okay if you talk to them,” Dale said.

I watched Dale and Dagger play pool. The balls were brightly colored dots that shone in the light.

The sound of balls hitting each other and the sound of balls dropping into pockets filled the room with a pleasant melody. We were laughing and joking in between shots.

Suddenly, Dagger spoke up, interrupting our contentment.

“Hey Dale, have you started planning for the company anniversary party for all the telemarketers?”

Dale stopped mid-shot and looked up at us. “Yes, I have. Well, actually, Tammy is doing it. It’s going to be an enormous event, so I’m making sure we have everything in place.” He put down his pool stick and turned to face us. “I want it to be perfect for everyone. We’ll need food, decorations, games, and activities. The list goes on.”

He talked about the different tasks that each of us could do. We discussed ideas for food items such as pizza pies and burgers or even finger foods like sliders or mini tacos. Then there were the decorations; streamers, confetti, balloons. Would there be tables or should we only do lawn chairs? What activities do people usually enjoy? Should we provide prizes for winners?

We talked about each aspect of planning the event until our heads swam with ideas. The suggestions thrilled Dale; he was writing them down in his book. I knew the anniversary party was going to be great.

Dale suggested we hire a magician to perform some tricks throughout the night. Dagger thought it would be fun to organize contests like a scavenger hunt or water balloon tosses. We also discussed having a photo booth with props so everyone can take home memories from the party.

We decided to provide custom gifts for everyone present. Dale and I thought this would show everyone how much they’re appreciated and make them feel special on this momentous occasion. Dagger felt it was a way to remind them who their employer was. Dale and I exchanged a glance and shook our heads. We decided after an hour that we had enough plans for the party. Dale and I said goodbye to Dagger. It was a pleasant meeting.


Chapter 23
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My heart pounds as I fly down the pitch-black street, the only source of light coming from the sliver of the moon. With a glance behind me, I see the dark figures looming closer. I recognize them by their yellow hooded raincoats, and I know they bring death.

My legs propel me faster down the dark alley and I dive behind a pile of forgotten pallets. There is no time to catch my breath, but I fear that my panting will give me away. Peering through the cracks of the wood, I watch them enter the alley, silent and deadly like shadows. A chill runs through me as their faceless heads seem to stare straight at me. An evil aura radiates from them as they speak in an unrecognizable language.

I seize my chance and run faster than ever before, dodging discarded garbage and broken glass. With one last glance over my shoulder, I see that they’re still in the alley, unmoving, as if they’re waiting for someone… or something. Whatever it is, I don’t plan on sticking around to find out. My survival instinct kicks in and I disappear into the night.

The street is eerily lit with dark lamps, and a bright moon creates long shadows that seem to follow my every move. I don’t know where Sheena is. The stories of the other flyers come to my mind as I remember their screams from torture. Not me. I don’t want to die.

Panting and terrified, I keep running until a black car emerges from the shadows, creeping closer and closer. Bright lights temporarily blind me, causing me to trip over a curb and tumble to the ground. As the car continues to drive away, inching along, I try to fly away, but my feet are heavy. My breath grows shallow as I hop like a madman to break free, but it's no use. In a desperate attempt for safety, I crawl behind a parked car on the side of the street and wait, hoping they won’t see me.

I don’t know how long I’ve been here. My throat is dry and my body aches all over. I need to find some water soon, or I'll die of thirst. As soon as I catch my breath, I stand and look around. There is something ominous in the air.

As I walk, keeping to the shadows where I can, a howl that sounds like a stone grinder calls my name: “Timothy Tibb.” At first, I think I’m hearing things in my head. But then another voice calls out to me, "Timothy Tibb." Looking around, I don’t see anyone. Suddenly, a loud scream breaks through the silence. I run down the street away from the direction of the scream.

The leaves from the trees lie scattered on the sidewalk, and an occasional gust of wind blows them around. A mangy racoon walks in front of me and stops to stare me down. We stare at each other while it walks away.

There is a large building downtown that might have safety in its lobby. However, is there anywhere I'm protected from these entities? Then I heard my name called behind me again. Turning around, I see the two figures staring at me. Their howling, hollow, evil sound is like a cruel, taunting laugh, deep and resonate echoing through the streets. It’s a combination of a cackle, a scream, and a growl—an otherworldly sound that chills the bones and makes one’s blood run cold.

“Timothy Tibb,” they call to me again. My feet are glued to the ground. I can’t run or fly. They drift toward me. Surely, I'll die. “Timothy Tibb,” they say again

“What do you want?” I ask.

“You brought the storm of death,” the one on the right says.

“I don’t understand how I could do that. I’m not trying to bring the storm of death.”

I gaze up and see Sheena flying towards me. Her black hair veils her face as she leans forward and points at my feet. When I look, I see they're already a few inches above the ground. She waves at me to follow, and I realize we are moving toward the old barn.

My body relaxes as a feeling of weightlessness washes over me. My feet slowly glide down until it rests on the old wooden barn roof. I feel a sense of peace and serenity as I look around me, surrounded by the beautiful night sky. I’m happy to be safe with Sheena.

“What were they?” I ask her.

“They are entities angry about relatives who have vanished in the storm of death.”

“Why are they after me?”

“I don’t know, but we have to stay away from them. Why were you in the city?” she asks.

“It’s hard for me to remember how I got there. I was just there,” I say. She nods and puts her hand on my shoulder.

“I told you it is dangerous in the city for now. We must be diligent. It is difficult to fight evil, and you must not let it grow in your soul. This evil consumes too many people who try to fight it.”

I know she is correct. Evil is a cancer that can quickly consume a person’s soul. I must be careful not to let it take root in me. “Sheena, I promise. I don’t choose to be evil.”

“I know you don’t, Timothy. You have a good heart. Stay away from the city for now.”
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Chapter 24


The next Thursday, I saw a man inching with a limp by the busy street intersection. He held a wrinkled poster board sign in one hand. He had written, “Will Work for Food,” on it in black marker. There were also odd scrawls and scribbles at the corners, hinting at his desperate plight. He wore tattered clothes, and his face was weary and worn. He held the sign up with a trembling arm, his eyes scanning the busy intersection for someone who might take him up on his offer.

I could help him out because I was always looking for new workers. Society seemed cruel to these unfortunates. He was hungry, sad, and desperate. I could see it in his eyes. I pulled over and got out of my car. The man stared at me.

“Hi, I’m Tim. What’s your name?”

“I’m Bob.” He squinted at me.

“Hey, come work for me. I’ll give you food. And money.”

“Oh, what kind of work is it?” he asked.

“Does that matter? You said you’d work for food. You must be hungry.”

“Well, I have a bad back.”

“Well, no need to worry about that. This is office work. You’ll be sitting down using the phone.”

“I’m not good on the phone,” he said.

“You sound like you speak fine to me. Don’t worry about it. You’ll get good food no matter how good of a job you do. Get in the car. Let’s go,” I said. He frowned as he looked at the stopped cars.

“A man promised to pick me up.”

“But he’s not here. This is a sure thing. You don’t know if he’s coming back. Come with me and you can eat all you want. Plus cash.”

The man shook his head after thinking. “I’m sorry, no. I need to wait for him. Maybe he can help me out more. Thanks anyway.”

“You have a sign that says you will work for food.”

He looked at his sign and then at me. “I appreciate the offer, but no thank you.” He gave me a half smile before limping away in the opposite direction with his sign clutched in his hand. 

“Suit yourself.” I returned to my car. I noticed several cars had stopped at the intersection and people were handing money through the window. He always thanked them and bowed.

As I saw him in the rearview mirror, his figure was tiny in the distance. He stood hunched over, clutching his sign that read “Will Work for Food”.

I suspected he only wanted money. Not food.


Chapter 25


Again, it was Monday night. Sammie and I were crunching the numbers at our table. I had become quite close to her, and I wanted to tell her about Sheena. Sammie had mentioned many times that she believed in the afterlife. Maybe she wouldn’t freak out about Sheena.

“Hey, Sammie, do you mind if I share a secret with you?” I asked.

Sammie squinted at me as she sat up. “Sure.”

“Since I was a kid, I’ve had three spirits or ghosts around me. Some people may refer to them as angels. Sheena is the name of one of them. She helps me out with different things,” I said.

“I knew there was something spooky about you,” Sammie said.

“Spooky? Like in a bad way?”

“No, no, no, no. Not in a bad way. Just spooky.”

“Well, she’s been nothing but a friend to me. She helps me with things.”

“Things like what?”

“Well, sometimes when people call me, she tells me who it is. When I answer, I use their name.”

Sammie burst into laughter, shaking her head. “So that’s how you do it. Dagger talks to me about it. It scares the shit out of him when you do that.”

“Yeah, I know, it probably does. And it keeps my managers on their toes. When they ask how I know it’s them, I say I have cameras in their office.”

“A lot of managers say you appear in the middle of their offices. No one sees you coming in. Is that how you do it?”

“Nah, I wish. I don’t appear in the middle of their offices, though I understand how it might seem that way. I walk into the office, but no one recognizes me. Sheena taught me in high school how to suck in my Chi, so no one recognizes me. People know there’s a human there. But it's not anyone in particular.”

Sammie shook her head. “That sounds like something from a movie. How do you do it?”

“It took a long time for Sheena to teach me how to focus my energy properly. I imagine all the energy around me sucking into my body so it does not touch anyone around me. Once I got the hang of it, I could move without being noticed. She also showed me how to use Chi to ground myself so no one could pick me up.”

Sammie shook her head, eyes wide with amazement. “That’s incredible. But what else does she do?”

The thought of everything Sheena had done for me made me smile. “She protects me from negative energy in a way I can’t explain right now. She also helps clear away any doubt and worry and fills me with confidence when I need it most. Since I was a child, Sheena has always had my back. She never talked much, but her presence was comforting and calming.”

“There are two others that aren’t as active as Sheena. They're male, and whenever I have seen them, they had brown Sunday suits on. I didn’t know the men’s names, only Sheena’s. I know it sounds crazy. Maybe I shouldn’t talk about them.”

“It’s okay to talk about them,” Sammie said. “They’re part of who you are.”

As I smiled back at her, I realized maybe talking about my spirits wasn’t so strange after all. They were my family. After thanking Sammie, I felt lighter.

Sammie frowned at the ceiling. “Do you think Sheena is a demon?”

“No. She’s not a demon. Demons aren’t real.”

“You think ghosts are real? Why not demons?” Sammie’s eyebrows furrowed. She seemed afraid of what the answer would be.

“I’ve never seen a demon.”

“The bible says there are demons.”

“I can blow holes through that if you want to hear it.”

“No. I don’t.” Sammie said. She crossed her arms and stared at the wall.

“Don’t worry, Sammie. I’m sure she’s what you'd call a guardian angel.”

“Ok.” A smile returned to her face, and she relaxed.

“Please, don’t tell anyone. I told you this because I trust you.”

“What would it hurt for people to know?”

“We’d lose business contracts for sure. People would think it was witchcraft. Plus, those who don’t would swamp me with requests for psychic readings. I’d rather not do that again.”

“Again?”

“Yes. In Denver. I had too many people wanting help. I prefer to stay incognito.”

“Sheena could help people, don’t you think?”

“I help lots of people. They don’t know how. Keep my secret, ok?”

“Yes. I promise.”

“Thank you, Sammie.”

Our conversation drifted back to work, the numbers on our sheets, and the upcoming deadlines. However, throughout the evening, I could feel Sammie occasionally stealing glances at me, probably trying to picture Sheena or the other spirits hovering over my shoulder.

As she packed up her things to leave, Sammie hesitated. “Tim, have you ever asked Sheena why she’s here with you? Why did she choose you?”

I thought for a moment before answering, “Not directly, no. But I get the sense that we’re connected in some profound way. Perhaps in a past life, or maybe it’s the nature of guardian spirits. They’re attached to certain souls, for whatever reason.”

We talked for a while about Sheena, and Sammie told me she believed I had these spirits because of some higher power or purpose. Maybe God chose me to be a messenger. It didn’t seem that grand to me. I believed everyone had a guardian angel or ghost.

She nodded thoughtfully, pushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I’ve always felt there’s more to this world than meets the eye. Thanks for sharing your story with me. It makes life seem magical.”

“You’re welcome. And thank you for listening and not judging.”

Sammie gave me a playful nudge. “As if I’d judge the boss. But seriously, your secret is safe with me. Have a good night, Tim.”

“You too,” I said. As I closed the door behind Sammie, I felt a warmth enveloping me, a familiar protective energy. I didn’t need to see her to know Sheena was right there by my side.


Chapter 26


Aweek later, the evening sun painted the room in warm hues as Candy waltzed in, a gigantic smile on her face. “Tim, my friends were spell bound with that mind-reading trick you showed me. They couldn’t figure out how I did it. And like you told me, I didn’t tell them.” Candy sank into the couch next to me.

“That’s great. Yes, magicians never reveal their secrets. I’m glad you had fun with that,” I said.

“Yes, could you teach me another one? It’s so much fun to see them stumped.”

“Ever heard of cold reading?”

Candy furrowed her brows. “Cold reading?”

“It’s like our telemarketing company. We have cold calls and warm calls. Cold reading is when you know nothing about a person. As you gather info, it becomes a warm reading,”

“Oh, I get it,” Candy said. She looked up at the ceiling. I wasn’t sure she actually got it. “So, how does it work?”

“It takes practice. But you want to memorize statements that can apply to almost anybody. For example, look at me.” Candy looked at me and I grasped her hands, pulled her sideways on the couch, and gazed deeply into her eyes. “Remember, showmanship is key. Turn down the lights, add some soft music. Start with something general, like, ‘I sense a vast potential within you, yet something holds you back.’”

“Yes, oh my God. How did you know that?” Candy asked.

“That’s the beauty of it. It applies to almost everyone. You’ll see reactions that give away their inner thoughts and you play on that. If they frown or shake their head, you missed the mark. So then try a different one, like this ’It seems you’re feeling a great deal of pressure right now and need someone to help you make sense of it.’”

“Oh. Wow. Wow. That was me too.”

“Yes, if you don’t get a hit on the first one, you should always get one on the second.”

“Oh, I get it. Can you write this down for me?” Candy asked.

“Sure, but remember, they must come naturally. And never claim real psychic abilities. It’s all a game. You need to tell your guests up front it’s a trick. Just for fun.”

Candy squinted and pressed her finger against her lips. “But remember that time in Denver? You knew about that lady’s cheating boyfriend? That wasn’t a trick, was it?”

“Sheena told me. It doesn’t make me psychic. I didn’t know their thoughts.”

“What about your ability to be unnoticed in an office? Isn’t that supernatural?” Candy folded her arms and frowned at me.

“That’s controlling my presence, my ‘Chi’. Many in martial arts learn this skill. It’s something I can teach you. But it’s not supernatural.”

Candy sighed. “I want to have that... aura around me. Like there’s something magical.”

“Candy, you can charm with these tricks, but never lie about true psychic powers. Promise?”

She hesitated for a moment. “Ok, I promise. I can do this. So what do I do next?”

“Well, pay attention to their body language, their face and eyes, and work with it. Suppose on that last statement. They said, ‘Oh my God yes, I felt like that.’ Well then, you’re on the way. You can say something like I sense the pressure you’re feeling is from another person.”

“How do you know it’s from another person?” Candy asked.

“It almost always a person. If they frown or shake their head, then throw something else at them. It’s a fishing trip.”

“Well, what if they think you’re faking it now because you didn’t get it right the first time?”

“You keep going. People forget the ones you get wrong, but they remember the ones you get right.”

“Oh, I get it. So what do I do after that?”

“You tune into their cues. The more information you gather, the more you use. Say, for instance, you mention something about a personal issue they’re facing, and if you notice a flicker in their eyes, that’s your cue. You could say, ‘I sense this is a challenging decision for you.’ If you’re on track, they might open up more. They will probably give you more information to use.”

“But how do you keep track of everything they say?” Candy’s eyebrows turned inwards.

“Well,” I said. I didn’t want to insult her. Her attention span was as short as an ant’s stride.

“You need to remember a few things. For example, while discussing their problems, they might drop clues about their past, maybe something like breaking a bone as a child. You let them talk, and later bring it up subtly, saying, ‘I sense you once broke a bone when you were young.’ They might’ve forgotten they told you, and then, voila, they think you’re psychic. That's huge, actually. Almost all psychics do that.” I gave the air quote signs with my fingers as I said, “Psychics.”

“Okay. Could you please write these things down for me?”

“I'll write them down for you. But memorize them. Plus, you got to let people know it’s a trick, okay? You’re not actually reading their mind. It’s not ethical to convince people you’re reading their mind when you, in fact, are not.”

“But I want people to think I’m psychic like you are.”

“I'm not psychic.” I raised my voice and my eyebrows.

“I want people to think I can do supernatural things like you do.” Candy frowned.

“You can’t lie to people. Be honest. Sometimes, weird things happen around me, and of course, I share them with you. But I never claim to have supernatural powers.”

“Well, okay, but I want people to think I have special powers.”

“You can entertain them with this, but you cannot tell them you're psychic, okay? You promise me?”

“Yes, I promise.” Candy said. She crossed her arms and looked away from me.


Chapter 27


The next Tuesday, I stepped into Dagger’s dungeon where Dale had his stick lined up on the pool table.

“Hi Dale, how about a game?” I asked.

“Sure, that sounds great. Grab a stick. You get to break,” Dale said. I set up the balls and stood back, waiting for Dale to break. With the sound of balls hitting together, he spread them over the table.

“Good break Dale,” I said.

The cool air smelled of ashes from the fireplace. I looked at my cue and chalked it up. It was an enjoyable dungeon, but I was nervous around Dagger, who delighted in keeping us guessing about which personality would show up.

I took my shot, making the cue ball jump over two balls to hit my target.

“That was an excellent shot,” Dale said. I smiled and shrugged.

“I used to play a lot when I was younger,” I said.

“You still play well.” Dale nodded. Normally, Dale wasn’t one for compliments. In the past, I had only seen him angry. After his last illness, he became a new man. We played a few more games, and then Dale excused himself, saying he was ready to do business.

“Timmy, have you got any leases yet in Kentucky?” Dagger asked.

“I’ve got the first office open in Covington already. I’ll look for leases in Louisville this next week,” I said.

Dale shouted, “What? Why the hell is he opening offices in Kentucky? Are you expanding into Kentucky?”

“No, Dale, it’s Timmy’s territory. He’s paying me ten percent,” Dagger said.

“Why?” Dale asked.

“Ten percent?” I slammed my cue stick down on the pool table with a thunderous crack. “That’s most of the profit. That was not part of our deal. You gave me Kentucky, so you didn’t have to give me half of Ohio.” My outburst filled the room with tension. Immediately, Dale’s demeanor turned sour.

“What the hell?” Dale’s hands shook with anger as he flung them into the air. “Why are you giving Kentucky to him and not to me? That slimy snake already has his tentacles wrapped around Ohio, and now you’re giving him Kentucky, too?”

Now Dagger’s face twisted into a scowl and a low growl rumbled from deep within his chest.

“That’s none of your business, Dale.” Spit flew out of Dagger’s mouth. Dale’s face quickly became a mottled red as rage boiled up within him and a sinister energy loomed in the surrounding air. I could feel the hatred radiating from him.

“Dagger, I can’t pay you ten percent. It’d be a total waste of time and money to run the state - I won’t see a penny of profit.”

“It’s too late now. You never should have agreed to my terms. A deal is a deal.”

“Why is he asking for half of Ohio?” Dale asked.

“Dale, this is none of your damned business,” Dagger said.

I clenched my fists. “Give Kentucky to Dale. I’m leaving now.”

“I’ll take Ohio and Kentucky, all of it,” Dale said. His eyes were wide as he looked at Dagger.

Dagger stepped forward, his eyes blazing. “Nobody’s taking anything without my permission. You’ll both do what I say or I’ll fire you.”

“No need to fire me. I quit. Here’s my phone. I want the bond you were holding. I’ll keep building my real estate company. I don’t need this anymore.”

Dagger didn’t flinch. “You think you can push me around? Think again.”

“I don’t want to push anyone around. You broke our agreement and now I’m walking out. Goodbye.” With those words, I left the room. My chest swelled with pride at having the courage to stand up for myself and speak my truth. I felt like I had won a battle. It filled my body with a rush of adrenaline, my face relaxed and my head held high.

I didn’t need that job. My real estate business was doing well. Everything would be fine. Except that I had to start over with a different evil man. Damn it. As I drove home, I considered my options.

“Honey, I’m home,” I said as I entered the door.

“Hi, Tim. How was your day?” Candy asked.

“It was good. I got a lot done at work.”

“That’s great. What did you do?”

“I closed out the offices, and then I quit my job.”

“You what? Why would you do that?” She dropped her chin.

“It wasn’t working out. But don’t worry, my real estate business is doing good.”

“What if that doesn’t work? You should stay with Dagger.” Candy looked worried as she said, “I don’t think you can make money without him.”.

“Thanks for the faith, Candy. Don’t you know I’m the one that makes Dagger’s money?”

Candy frowned but said nothing more. But I knew I needed to finish my work with Dagger. I’d let Dagger make the first call. It wouldn’t be long. He needed me. Sure enough, an hour later Candy’s phone rang, and it was Dagger. She handed it to me with a forced smile and wide eyes.

“What do you want, Dagger,” I said.

“Come back to work.”

“That’s all you got to say?”

“If you come back. I’ll let you have Kentucky for 9%.”

“Are you crazy? I don’t understand why I’d be working for nothing. The entire profit of the company is about fifteen percent. That leaves little room for error.”

“You're still getting six percent profit,” Dagger said.

“One mistake wipes that out.”

“Ok, eight percent.”

“I’ll give you three,” I said.

“Okay, five percent. Now come back to work,” he said.

“I’ll be up tomorrow to pick up my phone.” I hung up. Candy gave me a smile that included her eyes.

“Candy, I can do this without him. I wish you'd believe in me.”

“I do, I do. But it’s so much easier with Dagger.”

“I cannot work with that man. I’d rather do this on my own.”

The next day I went to pick up my phone and reminded Dagger I’d only pay him five percent. His face was stone, like the face of a rich man who wants to have you killed. He handed me my phone without another word. Outside his house, the sunshine beat down on me and warmed my head and made my heart soar. Never looking back, I got in my car and drove away.


Chapter 28


That same evening, we had tucked the kids in and I lay down, feeling a chill run through my body. Candy was beside me, her face angelic and serene but her wild, untamed hair fanned out on the pillows. A hint of color remained on her cheeks from her shopping spree as she carefully cuddled up into a ball.

As I closed my eyes, trying to drift off, a sudden chill crawled up my spine. Beside me, Candy shifted restlessly.

“D’you feel that?” she asked. Her voice was a whisper and filled with unease.

“Yeah,” I said. Tension tightened my voice. “Something’s not right.”

Just then, the room grew unnaturally cold, and the atmosphere became thick, as if weighed down by an unseen force. It felt like being submerged in water; the pressure making it hard to breathe.

From the corner of the room, a dark shadow materialized. “Tim,” it hissed. Its voice dripped with venom. The disembodied voice was unmistakably Dale’s.

“Dale? Is that you?” I asked. I pushed myself upright.

Candy clutched my arm, her fingers digging into my skin. “What’s going on, Tim?”

“That ain’t Dale. Not really,” I said. “It’s okay.”

The shadow advanced, taking on a more definitive shape, but still lacking the full form of a man. I could make out Dale’s shape. Yet, his spirit’s presence was even more intimidating than the man himself.

“You think you’re so special managing Ohio,” Dale’s spirit said. “Kentucky should’ve been mine.”

“It’s only business, Dale,” I said. My voice trembled as I tried to reason with him.

“Business?” he said. He laughed with a chilling, hollow sound. “You stole what should’ve been mine.”

“Dale, you have Indiana. That’s a great territory,” I said. “This ain’t the way to settle things.”

But his spirit, filled with rage and jealousy, lunged towards us, his intangible form sending waves of cold that numbed my skin. He slammed me back onto the bed. My heart raced, thoughts of our kids, Candy, and our life together flashing through my mind.

Gritting my teeth, I tried to sit up, but an invisible weight bore down on me, pinning me with relentless force. With all the willpower I could muster, I envisioned my shimmering violet egg enveloping us. Dale’s energy ebbed away, gradually losing its power. The room’s temperature normalized, and the oppressive feeling lifted. Finally, when Dale’s attack ceased, it left me drained and almost lifeless. I could sense, though, that my defensive aura had severely drained Dale, too.

Candy lay on the bed, panting, her eyes wide with shock. I sat on the edge of the bed. And held her hand to calm her. “We’re protected by the violet egg. We are inside it,” I said. She seemed to relax.

Staggering to my feet, I approached the window. The moonlight painted a ghostly sheen over the landscape, its brilliance making the shadows dance. Visions of Dagger’s treachery–his broken promise regarding my dominion over Kentucky–gnawed at me, leaving a void of cold despair.

As I envisioned confronting Dale again, dread churned in my heart. The last time after I had deflected his energy back at him, he looked like a shell of his former self. He had dark circles under his eyes and struggled to stand and even breathe. The constant energetic warfare had stolen his vitality, leaving behind a man teetering on the edge of collapse. The image stung, and a painful realization hit: another clash could be the end of him.

Soon, my body felt heavy, my eyelids drooped, I went to my side of the bed and crawled in. My breath softened and my focus grew blurry until finally the darkness of sleep took over.


Chapter 29


“Dagger, I called Dee to order a second shipment of lightbulbs for Kentucky, but my price is now $1.75 higher than yours.” I crossed my arms. I was at Dagger’s home office for Tuesday closeouts.

“That’s between you and her,” Dagger said.

“Oddly, that comes out to five percent of the retail price. That makes me think you're getting a kickback. Which also means you're actually getting ten percent off my state instead of the five percent we agreed on.”

The intensity of his gaze felt like a physical weight upon me. His words were as sharp and cold as ice. “I’m not getting any kickbacks.” There was a sinister undertone to his voice that sent a chill down my spine. It was like an unforgiving artisan had chiseled his face in marble, his expression looming over me like the gargoyles of ancient castles.

“Fine, I’ll find another supplier. There’s plenty of them out there, I’m sure.” I waved as if tossing away a paper wrapper and sat.

Dagger shook his head. “No, buy your inventory from Dee.”

My eyes squinted, and I clenched my teeth. “This ain’t part of the deal. I agreed to sell light bulbs, but not from her...”

“Buy from her or no one.” His voice was iron, unyielding, and absolute. No matter how I argued, he refused to relent. I needed to think of a plan to counteract Dagger’s treachery.

“Fine. I’ll buy from Dee,” I said.

“I need your closeout report for Kentucky.”

“Why do I have to give you a report? I’m the owner?”

“Because you owe me five percent.”

“This is getting ridiculous. I own it, but I’m making less money than managing Ohio for you. You might as well own Kentucky.”

“No, you're the owner of Kentucky. If something happens, it’s on you, not me. All the licenses are in your name.”

“Yeah, but I don’t get the extra profits as an owner. You're getting all that.”

“You can leave Kentucky and only work for me.” He smirked.

“What about my investment? I put a lot of money into Kentucky.”

“It was your decision to invest, not mine. You must report to me, your superior,” Dagger said.

“You’re meddling will make me fail in Kentucky,” I said.

“If it fails, it’s because of your decisions, not mine.”

I was so angry I could barely speak. “Dagger, I’ll give you the Kentucky closeouts. Please write my Ohio commission check for this week.” Dagger pulled out his heavy three-ring binder checkbook, wrote a check, and handed it to me.

I looked at it. “Dagger, this is only five percent. You owe me seven percent.”

“From now on, you get five percent. I can’t afford seven percent. You should know, since you’re an owner.”

“You get all the Ohio profits. You can afford it. I’m paying my Ohio people three percent. If you add my expenses, I’m getting paid almost nothing to run Ohio for you.”

“Take it or leave it,” Dagger said.

I wanted to quit again, but I knew I couldn’t. As I trudged along to my car, I could feel a rage like wildfire in my chest. I knew it wasn’t only the money; it was the outrage of the injustice. He was trying to take what was mine. He had become wealthy by my hard work. I deserved my profits. I knew it was best to walk away from him.

I drove home fuming, wanting to be done with Dagger. But I had to finish my lesson with this evil person. Somehow, I needed to get leverage over Dagger. That night, I went to bed early and fell asleep as soon as I closed my eyes.


Chapter 30
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Sheena and I are perched on the peak of the red-painted barn roof, looking out into the golden-tinged evening sky. The sun is sinking below the horizon, casting a soft glow over the surrounding meadows and fields. There’s no cloud in sight and the stars twinkle in the sky. The breeze carries the sweet scent of wildflowers from the nearby fields, intertwined with the freshly cut hay from the barn below. Our only sounds are the crickets’ chirps, an owl’s distant call, and the wind rustling the trees.

“Sheena, Dagger is taking advantage of me. He said I'd own the Kentucky area, but now he’s demanding 5% of my gross revenue. In Ohio, he kept my first month’s pay without informing me. And now he’s decreasing my commission even further. I have an idea to beat Dagger at his own game. I'll make my own products and sell them to the offices.”

“What products?” Sheena asks.

“I’m looking for something easy to market that's high quality and affordable to produce.”

“Do you recall when you were doing research on your own cleaning supplies in Denver?”

“Yes, of course I remember, but I was following a blind trail. I was trying to discover something to replace the toxic solvent our janitors used. They were experiencing skin and respiratory problems. I’d like to produce a solvent that contains no unnecessary or harmful chemicals. But I don’t know how.”

“That would be amazing, Timothy. There’s a man in Florida who discovered a product called d-limonene. You should look into that,” Sheena says.

“What's that?” I ask.

“You can use it to make your safe cleaning product.”

“Okay, thank you. If I can produce a product like that, it will open up the sales pipeline for our people and give me a profit guarantee.”

“It would be an amazing contribution to the company, Timothy. You could be a true pioneer in safe cleaning products,” Sheena says. She smiles.

“All right, thank you, Sheena.”

“I’m sure you can do it, Timothy Tibb.” Sheena takes my hand and squeezes it. “You’re one of the most intelligent people I know.”

Sheena’s touch had always been reassuring, and I can’t help but feel a sense of gratitude for having her in my life.

The idea of creating and owning a cleaning product brand had intrigued me ever since my encounter with Americlean in Billings, Montana. I had always been interested in improving the world, and this was another opportunity to make a difference. My goal was to create a solvent that would revolutionize cleaning and make the world safer.
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Chapter 31


After a grueling day on the road, I arrived home, eager to relax and spend some time with my family. However, as soon as I approached the front door, I could hear the unmistakable sound of Candy’s voice raised in anger. I rushed inside, alarmed by the volume and intensity of her screams.

There in the kitchen sat Colin, our four-year-old son, crouched on the floor with his little hands covering his ears, tears streaming down his red cheeks. Nearby lay an empty glass, and the sticky residue of juice spread across the floor, evidence of a recent spill. Colin’s fearful eyes met mine, but he said nothing.

“Candy, Candy, stop yelling at Colin,” I said. I placed myself between Candy and our frightened son.

“He’s been impossible today,” she said. Her voice trembled with frustration. Her face was flushed, and she put her hands on her hips, attempting to catch her breath.

“What’s been going on?” I tried to understand the situation.

“He won’t stop running around the house. He keeps bumping into things, and now he’s made a mess!” Candy said. Her voice was still raised, but less intense.

“Candy, it’s not that big of a deal. Please don’t scream at the kids like this.” I kneeled down and gathered Colin into my arms. He clung to me, burying his face into my neck, sobbing quietly. “Candy, why don’t you take a break? Go outside and get some fresh air. I’ll handle the kids for a bit.”

“Can I go shopping instead?” Candy asked. “I need to buy more maternity clothes.” Candy was in her second month of pregnancy, and she didn't show yet. She had already bought ten maternity outfits, but it was cheaper than paying for therapy. Which Candy would refuse anyway.

“Of course, you deserve a break.”

“I don’t have any money.” She looked down at the floor.

“I give you a $400 weekly allowance. What happened to that?” I felt a twinge of frustration inside my gut.

“I used it for groceries and stuff for the kids.”

“Groceries rarely cost more than a hundred bucks a week.” I pursed my lips and decided this was not worth another argument. I pulled out my wallet and handed her a fifty-dollar bill. “Go enjoy yourself and take some time to relax.” Candy grabbed her purse, her expression full of relief, and left through the front door without another word.

With a sigh, I turned my attention to Colin, who was still whimpering in my arms. I carried him into the family room and sat down on the couch, bouncing him on my lap. His cries had subsided, but his small body still trembled. Sapphire was standing in her playpen, watching us.

“It’s okay, buddy. Daddy’s got you. There’s no need to be scared,” I said.

Colin looked up at me with his big blue eyes glistening with unshed tears. I felt a pang of heartache seeing him so upset. I reached for a blanket draped on the armrest and wrapped it snugly around him.

As I held Colin, my mind couldn’t help but drift to Candy’s recent outbursts. It wasn’t the first time she’d lashed out at the kids, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that it wouldn’t be the last. I knew she loved them deeply, but the demands of being a full-time mom seemed to take their toll on her. And since getting pregnant, her anger had intensified.

Shaking my head to dispel the disquieting thoughts, I focused on comforting Colin. I gently rocked him back and forth, humming a familiar lullaby. Slowly, his breathing became steady, and he fell asleep in my arms. I laid him on the couch and picked up Sapphire.

I looked down at my sleeping son, feeling a rush of love and protectiveness. In that moment, I made a silent vow to myself: I would always be there for Colin and his sister, no matter what life threw our way. I would shield them from harm and ensure they felt safe and loved, no matter the cost.


Chapter 32


Iwalked into the library, steeling myself to match my pace to its slow rhythm. I found the microfiche machine and sat down. It glowed with a light green hue, like a strange sun, reels of film spinning around it in merry abandon. I squinted my eyes and made out the images on the microfiche film. The strong odors of old books and paper gave the library a familiar, comforting scent.

The librarians paused their reading to listen to whispers and turning pages before immersing themselves in a new world. I looked through the industrial magazines on the film that covered the janitorial industry in Florida.

On the second day of research, I skimmed one article about an inventor who found a chemical in the peels of citrus fruit that could replace petroleum solvents; they were effective as cleaning agents and insecticides. I called the company on the phone and ordered a sample for testing and had it shipped overnight.

The next day, after much anticipation, my sample arrived. I was excited, but I didn’t know how to use it. Maybe I could find someone to help me in the industry magazines at the library. I grabbed my briefcase and drove to the familiar stone building that had become my second home for the past week.

It was almost noon on the third day of searching in the silent library. As I sat lost in the world of magazines, a name caught my eye: Dr. Ted Crawford. He ran a private research lab in the city. With the d-limonene sample in my hand, my next step was clear. I needed Dr. Crawford’s expertise.

Quickly, I jotted down his lab’s address and contact details. On my way out, I passed Mrs. Partridge, the elderly librarian, engrossed in her novel. “Any luck today, Tim?” she asked. She glanced up through her round glasses.

“Yes, hopefully.” I gave her a smile and tipped my imaginary hat.

Outside, the streets were bustling with life. I jumped into my car and looked for the address on my paper map. As I wound through the city streets, my mind raced. If d-limonene was as effective as they claimed, this could revolutionize the cleaning industry.

I pulled up in front of a modern steel and glass building that stood in stark contrast to its neighboring red brick establishments. The glass door entrance of the building had the bold letters, “Crawford Research Labs” etched onto it.

Once inside, a young receptionist greeted me. “How can I help you?”

“I’m here to see Dr. Ted Crawford,” I said. I straightened my back to summon confidence. “It’s about a new chemical solution.”

The receptionist checked her system and nodded. “Dr. Crawford will see you in a moment. Please have a seat.”

Waiting was torturous, but soon a tall man with ash-gray hair approached. “Mr...?”

“Drobnick. Tim Drobnick. Call me Tim.” I said. I stepped toward him and extended my hand. “I’ve got a chemical I need turned into a cleaning product. A solvent.”

“Ok, follow me to the lab.” He turned, and I followed through the stainless steel swinging doors.

“Wow, this is quite an impressive lab you have here,” I said.

He smiled as big as a proud parent. “Yes, it is. Let me show you around.” Ted motioned to the tanks, and his face lit up as he explained the process. He pointed to the copper tubes connecting the tanks and explained how they carefully mixed ingredients. As he gestured to the gauge that monitored temperature and pressure, he spoke with enthusiasm. He showed how they used safety protocols and double-checked every step for accuracy. And then he pointed towards a large vat of liquid, which was bubbling and steaming.

“What do you have?” he asked.

I handed him the d-limonene sample. “They say it’s the next big thing in cleaning solutions. But I need to know how to turn it into one.”

He inspected the sample, his eyes widened. “Interesting,” he said. More to himself than to me.

“It’s efficient,” he admitted, “and environmentally friendly too. Tim, you might be onto something big here.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for. I want to sell it in concentrated form to be mixed with water by the consumer.”

“Yes, I can make it suspend in water. It’ll take some complex chemistry, but I’m up for it.”

“How much will it cost me?”

“My usual fee is five thousand dollars.”

My heart thudded against my ribs in anticipation. “That's fine with me. All the rights are mine, right?“

He paused before answering, his hand gripping the bottle tight. “I'll give you the formula rights if you pay me 5% of what you pay the lab to produce it.”

A surge of adrenaline shot through me and I thrust out my hand. “It’s a deal!” We shook hands and with every step I took away, my excitement and hopes of success grew stronger.


Chapter 33


On the way home from my meeting with Ted Crawford, on the off ramp from I-70, I saw a different man standing at Hamilton road. He had scratched “Will Work for Food” with a worn-out marker on a cardboard sign.

Maybe that conversation would be different. I pulled over and got out of my car.

The man was thin, with sunken eyes and a weary expression. He appeared to be in his 30s with an unkempt beard. His clothing bore rips and stains, showing that he had been through a lot. Faded jeans with frayed edges around the pockets covered his legs and he wore scuffed shoes with pieces of the soles missing.

“Hi there,” I said as I approached him. “What’s your name?”

“Oh, uh. Bob.”

“Bob, huh? Nice to meet you, Bob. I have work for you.”

As he looked at me, he said, “I have a bad back.”

“You’ll be sitting down, no lifting, simple office work,” I said. I thought it was strange he had the same response as the previous fellow.

“I can’t type or anything.” He frowned.

“You don’t need to type. You’ll be calling people on the telephone.”

“I’m not good on the phone.”

“You sound fine to me. You’ll be fine,” I said. The other guy had the same script.

“Well, someone else said he’d pick me up. I need to wait here for him.”

“Wow. Another man claiming to work for food gave me the same answers. Did you attend a beggar training course at the Marriott hotel with him?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He stared at all the cars he was missing since I had distracted him. One car window rolled down, and a hand held out some money. Bob dashed to get it and thanked the donor.

“Well, I’ll tell you what. If the other guy doesn’t arrive, you work for me. Okay?”

“Well, I don’t know. He might not return for a while.”

“Well, if it’s a long time, won’t you be starving? Come with me now and I’ll feed you before you work.”

Bob kept looking at the cars driving by. He shot me a quick glance, worry lines etched into his face. He hesitated before responding, “Look, I made a promise to the other man, and I can’t break it.” Bob took several steps away from me.

“Bob, I don’t think you’re going to work for food, are you? I’m going to stand with you and tell everyone that I offered you work, and you refused.”

Bob took a deep breath and turned back to me. “Look, it’s not that simple.”

“What is it then?”

Bob hesitated, glancing down at his scuffed shoes. “It’s not about work... exactly.” The wind rustled his unkempt hair, revealing a scar on his temple that I hadn’t noticed earlier. He swallowed hard, avoiding my gaze. “There’s a guy. A dangerous guy. He won’t let me work anywhere else.”

I looked around, suddenly more aware of the surroundings, the shadows under the overpass, the distant hum of cars. “And if you don’t show up?”

Bob’s eyes, previously weary and defeated, now showed raw fear. “I can’t think about that.” He shook his head, then walked away. As I watched him scurry with his bag slung over one shoulder and an empty stomach, I wondered where his car was. How did he get there?


Chapter 34


Three months had passed since that tense evening in the kitchen, and the atmosphere at home had taken on a different hue. Three other times I had arrived at home to Candy screaming at Colin. The air was thick with anticipation, intermingled with the scent of Candy’s morning sickness. Her pregnancy had brought a mix of excitement and anxiety, especially given the recent episodes of emotional turmoil.

One evening, I returned home to find Candy sitting on the couch, her face paler than usual. Colin was playing quietly with his toys on the floor, casting concerned glances at his mother now and then.

“You okay, Candy?” I asked. The memory of her previous outbursts haunted me, making me vigilant for any signs of distress.

Candy rubbed her temples, a shadow of discomfort crossing her features. “Morning sickness is hitting me hard today,” she replied, her voice a fragile whisper. “I can’t even keep water down.”

I kneeled beside her, placing a reassuring hand on her back. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

She managed a weak smile. “Can you take over with Colin? I need a moment.”

“Of course,” I said. My heart ached for her. Candy had been through so much lately–the emotional ups and downs, the physical strain of pregnancy. I watched as she headed towards the bathroom, her steps heavy with exhaustion.

As she disappeared, Colin looked up from his toys, his big blue eyes mirroring the concern that had settled in my chest. “Is Mommy sick?” he asked, his voice a small whisper.

I nodded, offering him a reassuring smile. “Yeah, buddy. But she’ll be okay. Daddy’s here, and we’ll take care of her, won’t we?”

Colin hesitated for a moment before nodding, his gaze never leaving the bathroom door. I scooped him up into my arms, his small body fitting snugly against mine. I carried him to the kitchen, where I prepared a simple dinner for him–a plate of mac and cheese, his favorite. Then I sat Sapphire on my lap and fed her.

We sat at the table, his small fingers fidgeting with the edges of his plate. “Daddy, when will Mommy be better?” he asked. His voice was a mixture of innocence and concern.

“Hopefully soon, buddy. Mommy’s not feeling well right now, but we’re all here for her.”

Colin nodded again, his attention drifting to the window, where rain was streaking down in rivulets. “Rain makes me sad sometimes,” he said.

“Why is that, champ?” I asked. I focused on Colin, intrigued to learn his perspective.

He shrugged, his little shoulders lifting and falling. “I don’t know. It’s like the sky’s crying, and I want it to be happy.”

His words hit me with unexpected depth. It was a sentiment so pure and raw, untouched by the complexities of adult emotions.

After dinner, I tucked Colin and Sapphire into bed and headed to our bedroom, where Candy was resting. She was lying on her side; her face still drained of color.

“Feeling any better?” I asked. I sat down beside her.

She managed a weak smile, her fingers brushing a strand of hair away from her forehead. “A little. The worst of it seems to be gone.”

I reached out, tracing a gentle line across her cheek. “You’re strong, you know that? I’ve seen you go through so much, and you always come out on the other side.”

She sighed. Her eyes had dark circles and her cheeks were tear stained. “Sometimes it’s hard, Tim. I worry I can’t handle everything.”

I took her hand in mine. “I’m sure you can do it. I'll do what I can to help. We’re in this together.”

Candy’s eyes welled up with tears, saying nothing. I didn’t know what to say to comfort her, choosing to sit quietly next to her.


Chapter 35


Three days later, I got a call from Ted. My heart thudded in anticipation as I drove to his lab. As soon as I stepped in, he appeared with wide eyes and a smile. “Tim, great to see you here. I have wonderful news.” He hurried me to a side room. He swept away a cloth to reveal six spray bottles filled with deep pink liquid. “I’ve found the perfect solution. I’ve tested it on several tough stains - oil, grease, you name it. Take these home and test them yourself; you won’t be disappointed.”

“Oh, wow. That’s fantastic news. Can I pay you now?” I asked. I was excited about the possibilities.

“No need. Make sure it works, then you can pay me,” he said.

I thanked him and was so grateful that I even bowed. As I left the lab, I clutched the spray bottles, and a bottle of concentrated solution, tightly in my hands, eager to see if it would work.

After I arrived home, I watched as the deep pink liquid swirled and mixed with the water in the bucket. I grabbed a sponge, dipped it in the water, and scrubbed the kitchen stove. I noticed the grime lift off the surface. There was a faint but pleasant scent coming from the mixture in the bucket.

Then I thought I’d give it a tough test. I went outside to the driveway and lifted the hood of my car. The engine had a cake-like appearance because of the thick layers of grease and oil. The solution transformed the engine by dissolving oils and grime which dripped onto the ground. After spraying it down with the garden hose, it was like a new engine. No natural product had ever done that.

I took it back inside and tried it on clothing and white tennis shoes. The stains disappeared before my eyes. Using clean towels and spraying the solution on the couch, I could see it was as effective as solvents. The white shoes gleamed in the light, the stovetop shone brightly, and it restored the couch fabric to its original hue.

I gave Ted a call. “Ted, these are freaking amazing. I love this. I’m going to come pay you and pick up the formula.”

“Sure, Tim, I’m here.” My heart raced with anticipation as I drove back to Ted’s lab. As I contemplated what this revolutionary product could mean for the phone rooms, a wave of energy hit me. It was going to be an absolutely fundamental change.

Once I got to Ted’s, he invited me to the back of the building. “Tim, I want to show you something. Look through this scope.” He held it into the solution. “You can see digital numbers, right?”

“Yes.” I watched as the numbers climbed up to 95%. “What is that?” I asked.

“That’s how active the concentrated chemical is. The 95% is the chemical and only 5% is water.”

“So that’s good, right?”

“Yes. Typically, anything in the grocery store will be about 3% active.”

“So this kicks ass, right?”

“Oh yeah. It kicks ass. By adding one tablespoon of the concentrate to a spray bottle filled with water, your customer can make a solution that is ten times stronger than store brands.

My head was swimming with excitement. A jolt of energy like exploding firecrackers snapped through my body.

“Ted, where can I have the concentrated product prepared?” I asked.

“There’s a lab in Toledo I use. But a minimum order is one 55-gallon drum.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. I'll need many drums. I’ll write a check for you. Please write a letter that I own the rights to this. I’ll write a letter that you get five percent of what I pay to the lab in Toledo.” We both wrote our letters, signed them and exchanged them. I handed him a check.

“I’ll have my lawyers make these agreements more formal and get it to you, ok?” I asked.

“Yes, thank you. If you need me, I’d like to be more involved.” Ted reached to shake my hand.

I shook his hand. “You never know, Ted. You just never know.” I laughed because now I owned my destiny. My secret plan using this product would give me the leverage I needed over Dagger.


Chapter 36


The next week. All I could think about was getting production put together for my new product. Although it was a safe cleaning product, no landlord would allow me to setup a factory. But I was determined to keep going.

I took time to stop in the North College office in the Cincinnati area. I walked in, leaving myself open to view. The office was running as smooth as glass. I walked out back to watch the driver load up.

Berkely was leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette with an air of confidence and strength. His muscular physique and broad frame hinted at his weightlifting background. He had a thin layer of fat on his body, which softened the look, but he still looked like a contender.

“Hey Berkeley, how are you doing today?” I asked.

“I’m doing good. Hey, you want some tickets to the Reds game?” Berkely asked.

“I’m not a baseball fan, but you know my dad is. He’d love to go to a Reds game.”

“So you want two?”

“Not this time. Dad still lives in Wyoming. I’d have to fly him out here.”

“What about your mom?”

“Probably wouldn’t want to bring her out. She probably wouldn’t come out. That’s a long story.”

“Well, let me know. If he comes, I’ll get you box seats.”

“That’s great Berkeley. How do you get those?”

“I have a lot of connections downtown.” Berkeley said the words casually, but there was an air of mystery around him. His gaze was steady, his eyes bright. His body was powerful and his posture confident, as if he knew he had something valuable to offer.

“Okay, great. Hey, you know, I’m looking for factory space to rent, but no one will allow me to use their space. Any of your connections have that?”

“What do you need it for?”

“I’ll stock 55-gallon drums of cleaning solution concentrate and re-bottle them.”

“Yeah, I have a guy you could rent from. It’s in the old Taft building downtown. Do you know where that is?”

“I’m not sure.”

“When you come across the bridge from Covington, there’s a gigantic neon Coca-Cola sign on it. Have you seen that?”

“Yeah, I have. That’s the Taft building?”

“It sure is. Their restrictions aren’t as strict as other warehouses. Grandfathered in. I’m sure I can get you 5000 square feet for $700 per month.”

“That’s an excellent deal. I assume you get a referral fee?”

“I get paid for space I sell.”

“Berkeley, why are you working in our telemarketing room? You seem to have money coming in from everywhere,” I asked.

“I like many avenues of income, plus I enjoy working here.”

“But why telemarketing? Other jobs are more interesting.”

Berkeley smiled. “I like the challenge of telemarketing. It’s a job where I can use my people skills and my ability to think on my feet. Plus, I enjoy knowing that I’m helping people by selling them products or services that they need.”

“Good answer. I’m glad you’re here. When can I see this place?”

“I can take you now if it’s okay with the boss.”

“Well, I’m the boss. It’s afternoon we got plenty of time before the evening shift. Let’s go.” I told the manager that we would return before the night shift started.

Berkeley took me to the Taft building, which was a large, imposing structure with a top-floor neon Coca-Cola sign that loomed in the sky. Solid brick walls reached up to the third floor, which held the 5000 square feet of concrete-floored warehouse space. The space was open and airy, with plenty of room for storage. Large, steel-framed windows lined the building and let in streams of light.

The building smelled like an old, forgotten basement. There was also a faint smell of something sweet, like sugar or syrup. The space was quiet, except for occasional creaks and buzzing from the Coca-Cola sign.

“Tim, follow me downstairs.” We went down the freight elevator to the ground floor. I followed him out to the docks.

“This is the loading dock. The landlord includes this in your rent. You can load your products on skids, bring them down to the loading dock and onto your truck. You can also borrow the pallet-jacks,” Berkely said.

I was happy with what I saw. I liked the location and price of the warehouse. If it weren’t for Berkeley, I’d have never found it.

“This is fantastic. Sign me up,” I said.

“I’ll go pick up the papers from the landlord and I’ll meet you back at the office, okay?”

“Great Berkeley, I’ll see you there.” I headed back to the North College office and met Berkeley. He gave me the keys after I signed the lease. I was excited to be in business.


Chapter 37


Iheaded over to the Clifton office to see Wesley, the manager. Since Wesley had proven himself trustworthy, I didn’t cloak myself. He had perfect closeouts and no drama. I went up to his desk and stuck my hand out.

“Wesley, how are you doing?”

Wesley stood and shook my hand. “I’m doing great, Tim.”

“Can I talk to you a minute outside?” He followed me out the door and I leaned against the brick wall. He stopped and lit a cigarette.

“Wesley, I’m opening a factory in the Taft building.”

“You got into the Taft building? How the hell did you do that?”

“Berkeley got it for me. I got lucky.”

“Well, that’s great. What is it you need from me?”

“I need two people to re-bottle a safe cleaning product, label them, box them and pack them onto skids.”

“So you’re going to sell these to the phone rooms?”

“Eventually. I’m going to sell them in my Kentucky office first.”

“I’ve got two sons. They don’t work for me, because they don’t like sales. They would be good workers for you,” Wesley said.

“Would you be able to supervise them? I’d pay you.”

“I’d be happy to do that. Is Dagger okay with this?”

“I’ll make sure he knows and gives us permission before we start. Okay?”

Wesley hesitated for a moment, taking a drag from his cigarette. The smoke curled around him as the weight of the situation settled in his eyes. “Dagger and I... We’ve had our disagreements in the past. You know how he can be.”

I frowned, knowing all too well about Dagger’s expectations. The man had a reputation for being ruthless with anyone he perceived as crossing him.

“Okay. Frankly, I’m a little concerned about what he’d think if he found out I’m doing a side gig.” Wesley looked at the ground and put his left hand in his pocket. “You never know with Dagger. He’s got a way of making everything about loyalty, about sides. I don’t want any trouble with him.”

I sighed, understanding the delicate situation. “Look, I’m offering this to you because I trust you. I’ll get Dagger on board with this, but if you don’t want to do this, I’d rather you tell me now.”

Wesley paused, taking a moment to gather his thoughts. “It’s not about Dagger. It’s about my sons. They’re good kids. Hard workers. They need a job, and this could be a great opportunity for them. But I have to look out for their well-being too. If Dagger sees this as me crossing him, it won’t be only me he comes after. He could target them as well.”

I could see the conflict in Wesley’s eyes, torn between loyalty to Dagger and wanting a better life for his sons. “Your sons, tell me about them.”

A gigantic smile came onto his face as he looked up. “Jack’s the older one. He’s got a good head on his shoulders, always has. He’s methodical, good with tasks that require attention to detail. And Luke, the younger one, he’s got the brawn. Never been one for sitting around, always wants to be doing something with his hands.”

“They sound like they’d be perfect for the job,” I said.

“They would be,” Wesley said. “I need to make sure this won’t come back to bite us. I need your word that Dagger will approve this.”

I nodded, extending my hand. “You have my word. I respect you, Wesley, and I won’t let anything happen to you or your sons.”

Wesley hesitated for a moment, then took my hand, sealing our deal. It was a new venture for both of us, filled with promise and peril.

“When do you need them?” Wesley asked.

“In two weeks. I’ll have the product, and bottles shipped to the warehouse. They need to be there to unload.”

“I’m happy to be part of it.”

“I’ll pay your sons triple the minimum wage,” I said.

“I know you’ll be fair.” He smiled and stomped out his cigarette and went back inside. I got in my car and headed home.


Chapter 38


My next challenge was to get Dagger on board with my idea. I had to make it seem like no big deal. I needed to give the impression that I could lose a great deal of money, which he'd enjoy. I wanted full ownership and control of the product and manufacturing plant. Thankfully, Dale wasn’t in Dagger’s house for the close-outs. That was a good thing; he might object to anything to do with my new product. So I entered Dagger’s office and got right down to business the next Tuesday.

“Timmy, the books look good,” Dagger said.

“Thanks, Dagger.” After taking a deep breath, I said, “I have something to tell you. I have another product I want to sell in my Kentucky offices. Earth friendly cleaning products. Ten years ago, I started working on it. I don’t know if I could sell them, but I’d like to try. I may lose a lot of money, but you never know.”

Dagger frowned. “Cleaning products? Who would you be buying these from?”

“I wouldn’t. I’d make the products myself. A small factory might fit into a storage unit. I’d own the products and factory 100%,” I said.

Dagger shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

“It’s worth a try. People do like the earth-friendly cleaning products, and they cost no more than conventional cleaning products do. People like helping the environment. So, it could work. Or again, I may lose a lot of money.”

“But you’re going to sell the light bulbs first, right?”

“Yes, that’s a proven product. I wanted to try out my idea. Like I said, it may bomb, and I’d lose a lot of money.”

“If you want to make crappy homemade products, then go ahead.” Dagger smiled and chuckled under his breath. Sounded kind of evil to me.

It’s none of your damned business what I sell in my state, I wanted to say. But didn’t. If I don't give Dagger the impression that he's in control, he'll threaten my salespeople with lawsuits, baseball bats, and scare them off. Plus, then I can't sell my products in Dagger's states. Once he agrees to let me.

“Thank you, sir. It’s okay with you I’m the 100% owner of the factory? I’d be taking 100% of the loss also, of course,” I said. Dagger got a big smirk on his face like it was no big deal. I’m sure he thought it was a flimsy idea that would go nowhere and would hurt my pockets to boot.

“No Timmy, your factory is all yours. I want nothing to do with it. Also, I don’t want you selling those products in my rooms.”

“Not without your permission, sir. But I like your idea about new products,” I said.

“Which idea?” Dagger asked.

“You know, you said if anyone wants us to sell a new product, they should give us a bunch for free to test it. Why should we take a risk?“

“Oh yeah. That's a good idea.” Dagger smiled at his genius. He had never said that. But I liked to plant my own thoughts in his head when it would help me.

“What if I gave you 500 bottles for free to try out? It retails for $35? You’d make an extra $4,375. That comes out of my pocket.”

“How much will you wholesale them to me for?”

“Regular wholesale is $8.75, same as the light bulbs,” I said. Dagger appeared to be mulling it over.

“I don’t know. I’ll take the free ones. Like I said, I won’t risk it out of my pocket. Let’s see how it goes. Try it in one office.”

Damn, I can’t believe that worked! “Sure, the Clifton office would be good,” I said.

“Fine. Get that done,” Dagger said. As soon as we finished with our meeting, I got in my car and called Wesley. He picked up the phone.

“Wesley, this is Tim. Dagger wants us to test the new products from your office. I told you I'd get him to agree. Dagger pays you ten percent to manage the office. But I’ll give you an extra five percent on all the cleaning products you sell. Out of my pocket.”

“Yes, you can count on me. Besides, this creates more work for my sons.”

“Wesley, I always knew you were a smart man.” I hung up the phone. This plan was benefiting me. Finally.


Chapter 39


Inamed my new corporation People for Extending Earth’s Life, Inc., or P.E.E.L. for short because D-Limonene was safe for people and they made it from the peels of citrus fruit. PEEL.

I hired an artist to make a logo, then a printer to design and print my labels, and contacted Cincinnati Bottle Supply. I had contracted with the lab Ted suggested in Toledo and ordered six 55-gallon drums of concentrate. The lab added 5% to my cost to give to Ted Crawford. I hired Wesley’s sons to unload the supplies from the trucks and move them into the newly leased space for my factory. The space was a carpet factory, but it had been empty for a year. The concrete floors and the walls were dirty. A musty odor permeated each room.

I spent two days training Jack and Luke. I showed them how to use the pump on the drums to fill the small bottles. The next steps were to pack them in boxes, stack them on a skid, and wrap it with plastic so it was ready to ship.

There were many challenges ahead. I had to learn how to run a factory. I had to figure out how to ship my product quickly. I was confident I could overcome these challenges and build a successful business. After all, I had already accomplished the hardest part: getting started.

I was walking through the old factory when my phone rang. “Hey Tim,” Berkeley’s raspy voice echoed, “Heard about your setup. How’s the factory going?”

“It’s coming together, Berkeley. But it’s a different beast. The telemarketing offices had their challenges, but this… it’s a whole new world.” I looked around the vast space.

“Factories are like that. I have some guys I can send over to help paint and get it cleaned to go,” he said.

“That would be great, Berkely. Send them over tomorrow.”

The next day Berkely’s team came, and they scrubbed the floors until they sparkled, the walls painted a fresh shade of white. The refreshing scent of citrus replaced the musty odor.

The PEEL factory became a well-oiled machine. We increased our production capacity to prepare for shipments to telemarketing rooms in our business and others. I knew I'd convince Dagger to sell them in all his offices, and I wanted to be ready to ship the instant I got his approval. The initial challenges of setting up the factory were fading memories.

Sipping coffee in my factory office one morning, I reflected on the journey. The ups, the downs, the countless challenges thrown my way. But with determination, a solid team, and a bit of luck, we set PEEL for success. Looking out at the factory floor, watching the bustle of activity, I realized that this was only the beginning. The future held endless possibilities. This was my way of getting paid for every office I built for Dagger. I'd make sure of it.


Chapter 40


By Monday, two weeks later, we filled my Covington telemarketing office with cases of PEEL Products. We lined the shelves with different shapes and sizes of the products, each labeled neatly with their name and price. There were boxes in every corner. We organized all the products to maximize space and efficiency.

I showed three new recruits how to sell the light bulbs. I wasn’t sure if they could sell my cleaning products, but I trained the new salespeople as if we had been successfully selling PEEL products for ages. People who knew how to sell had a unique personality. Some became cocky and others became caring. Some seemed to develop a voice change that gave them authority, and others seemed to lose their assurance.

I finished their training and had them calling our prospects by 5:00 PM. Since they were new, I wanted them to be successful, so I had them lead with the light bulbs, a proven seller. Following the light bulb presentation, I had them read the pitch for cleaning products. As expected, they all had their first sale within the first hour, but none of those sales were cleaning products.

The team, and the trainees, excelled at selling the light bulbs, as they had since we first opened Covington. But when I realized that none of the sales were PEEL products, my stomach sank. The sensation that settled in my gut was a mix of disappointment, anxiety, and disbelief. The hope that had been blooming in me faded. Those PEEL products weren’t just any products to me; they represented leverage and freedom. Plus, it was pride I felt over such an excellent product. Each bottle wasn’t only a cleaning solution—it was my heart, soul, and vision bottled up.

The room, once filled with lively energy from phones ringing and salespeople pitching, now had an underlying tone of concern. Was it the way we presented the product? Was there something I had missed in the training? My thoughts raced faster than I could catch them. Every time the sales team hung up, I'd expectantly look their way, hoping to see a triumphant expression signaling a sale of a PEEL product. But as the hours went by and not a single PEEL product left our inventory, that weight in my stomach grew heavier.

The shadows grew longer in the office, and the chatter among the salespeople seemed to dim. A painful tension replaced the buoyant enthusiasm from earlier. I caught snippets of their conversations, bits of frustration, hints of doubt about the PEEL line. Maybe they sensed my unease.

Sleep eluded me that night. The darkness of my hotel room was lit only by the haunting glow of the streetlights outside. Every time I closed my eyes, I’d see the untouched boxes of PEEL products sitting in the warehouse. The whispers of doubt grew louder, making me question everything.

If I couldn’t convince my sales team and our customers to believe in the vision of PEEL, how could I ever hope to believe in it myself?


Chapter 41


The following day, I watched as my new sales staff presented their light bulb presentations. They followed up with the PEEL Products pitch and I cringed as I realized no one had bought any. This was an utter disappointment.

I stayed in a hotel for this training period since I was working from 9:00 AM to 10:00 PM. I got back to the Motel 6 and gave Candy a call.

“Hi, Candy. How are you and the kids doing?” I asked.

“We’re fine,” she said. She sounded indifferent. “Are you making a lot of money?”

“Yes, but we didn’t sell any of my PEEL products today. Only light bulbs.”

"Are we rich yet?"

"No, Candy, not yet."

“Dagger says you should only sell light bulbs. I don’t think you can sell the cleaning products.” Her words were like a searing knife, cutting through my hope and leaving me deflated.

“Thanks for the faith, Candy.” I placed my hand on my forehead.

“I’m just saying.” Her voice was flat. It left me sitting there in stunned silence. Despite her lack of support, I was determined to make this business work - no matter what it took.

“I’m going to go to bed. Good night.” I hung up the phone before she could wish me sweet dreams. Not that she ever did.

The next morning, the sun arose. I wasn’t sure that it would. I went to the office and the sales team got to work. My thoughts were on my PEEL products.

The crew congregated, but the results of their first few hours were uneven. Lightbulbs were selling well, but no PEEL products. I could feel my excitement draining away, and I doubted we’d ever sell enough to make this strategy profitable. Was Candy right all along?

That night at the hotel, I called Candy again. “Hi Candy, how are you and the kids doing?”

“We went shopping today and had lunch with Tammy. It was fun. Did you make a lot of money today?”

“Yes, I did. But not a dime from PEEL.” My voice was tight with disappointment.

“How much did you spend to get your PEEL company set up?”

“$25,000.”

“$25,000! How did you get that kind of money?” I held the phone away from my ear.

“I had $10,000 saved, but I got labels and bottles on credit,” I said.

“You said this business would make us rich?”

“It will. When I sell my products far and wide.”

“You should do what Dagger does.” Candy had a whine in her voice.

I took a deep breath before speaking again. “Candy, I’ll be home Saturday by 7 pm. I’ll talk to you later.” I hung up before she could answer.

Every conversation with Candy was like a punch to my gut. She was the one person I had hoped would stand by my side, unwavering. But each time I spoke with her, I could hear the doubt in her voice. It echoed louder than the words she actually said. Her lack of faith in me after many years of providing for my family was disheartening.

As the room darkened, the loneliness settled in even deeper. All the room’s emptiness seemed to magnify, reflecting the void that had formed between Candy and me. We had started our journey full of dreams, hopes, and mutual support. But somewhere along the way, she had lost faith in my vision, and that hurt more than any business setback ever could.

The distant hum of passing cars broke the gloomy silence of the motel room. I leaned back in the worn-out overstuffed chair, thinking back to the days when I showed faith in Candy selling jewelry.

But now? Her indifference, her inability to see the bigger picture, and the constant comparison to Dagger - it was like she was chipping away at my resolve piece by piece. The realization that Candy no longer believed in my ability was a mental weight I hadn’t expected. I felt alone, as if I was fighting an uphill battle.

There were moments I’d catch myself staring at the phone, half-expecting her to call back with words of encouragement. But deep down, I knew that wouldn’t happen. Each day, the divide between us seemed to grow, fueled by the shadow of doubt and my increasing resentment.

Yet, even with the pressing weight of Candy’s skepticism, there was a small ember of determination within me. Every time her words threatened to extinguish my spirit, that ember would flare up, reminding me why I embarked on this journey. And it wasn’t only about proving her wrong - it was about proving to myself that I could turn my vision into reality. But I wished, oh how I wished, she was by my side, believing in me.


Chapter 42


At 9:00 AM I had five salespeople in the office, including Bruce, who did a lot of the telemarketing. We answered the phones and kept up with the paperwork. That’s when we took a break for lunch. Again, no sales of PEEL products. I spent the afternoon answering the phones and recruiting three more salespeople. When we started the night shift, at 8:00 PM, we had eight people working. I was happy that I was having so much success, but worried that my products would never sell.

The night shift had a distinct energy. The dim lighting of the office, the buzz of the overhead fluorescent lights, and the faint murmurs of the sales pitches echoed through the room. Most of the crew were used to selling light bulbs, but the PEEL products were unfamiliar territory for them. With the day’s lack of success with PEEL, I could sense the hesitation in their voices when they pitched it.

I gathered the team around my desk. “All right team,” I said. I rubbed my hands together to gather their attention. “We’ve been doing great with the light bulbs, and that’s commendable. But let’s not forget about our PEEL products. These products aren’t only something to sell; they’re a symbol of our commitment to the environment, to a cleaner world. They’re made from natural ingredients, and they’re safe for the planet. That’s our edge. That’s our selling point.”

Bruce, ever the voice of reason, raised an eyebrow. “But Tim, the public doesn’t know about them. How do we convince them?”

“That’s the challenge,” I said. I looked each of them in the eyes. “Every great product started off unknown. It’s our job to introduce them to it. And not only introduce but make them see its value.”

Lisa, one of the newer recruits, spoke up. “I believe in these products, Tim, but I don’t know how to convey that belief to the customers.”

I took a deep breath. This was my moment to inspire them. “Lisa, and all of you, think about why you'd buy this product. What does it mean to you? That it’s eco-friendly? That it’s a solution to the countless chemical-filled products out there? That it's natural? Tap into that. Let your conviction shine through your words.”

Sarah, an experienced salesperson, chimed in, “It’s about painting a picture, isn’t it? Making them visualize a world where cleaning doesn’t harm the environment.”

“Exactly!” I exclaimed. “PEEL isn’t only a product; it’s a revolution. Every sale we make pushes the world a little closer to a healthier, cleaner future.”

Bruce nodded slowly, his doubt transforming into determination. “All right, boss. Let’s give this another shot.”

I smiled, heartened by their renewed spirits. “Remember, people buy from people. If you believe in PEEL, they will too.”

With newfound resolve, the crew returned to their desks. As the crew went back to work, they realized that the night shift was not only about selling but making a difference.

I knew if I got on the phone I would sell the PEEL products. However, there was a problem with that. I had a challenge for anyone in our states: if they were top salesperson for the month, they could challenge me to a sales contest. I would go to their office on a Saturday, and whoever sold the most for the day won. I told them if they won, I would give them a $500 bonus, plus my commissions for the day.

After the day, I always won. And I would still give them the $500 bonus, plus my commissions for being the top salesperson for the month. But everyone knew I always won.

Just because I could sell the PEEL product would not be proof that the typical salespeople could. All I could do was wait for the spark of life to kick in. And it would only take a spark. One sale. It just couldn't be from me.

That night, again, the salespeople didn’t sell any PEEL products.


Chapter 43


As I headed back to the hotel, I felt a deep sense of defeat. I called Candy. Although I tried to put on a brave face for her and the kids, I knew I had failed. I was sitting on the balcony with a cigar and thoughts of self-doubt.

Why wouldn’t my products sell?

I thought back to when I sold security alarms that I knew weren’t the best product. I failed because I didn't believe in them. After that, I worked in Harley’s telemarketing room and excelled at selling light bulbs because I believed in them.

I believed in my cleaning products, so why couldn’t I sell them?

As the smoke spiraled upward from the cigar, I found my thoughts tangled in a similar vortex of confusion. The dim glow of streetlights only seemed to deepen the shadows of doubt that clouded my mind. The distant sounds of the city served as a somber backdrop to my internal dialogue.

Was there something fundamentally wrong with the PEEL products? Or was it the approach? I had spent many hours perfecting the labels and testing the product to ensure its effectiveness and eco-friendliness. Every test, every sample, had come back with positive feedback from my crew. But translating that into sales seemed to be a herculean task.

I pondered the concept of belief. Sure, I had believed in the light bulbs at Harley’s and sold them successfully. But this was different. This was *my* product, my vision, my dream. The personal stakes were higher. The weight of responsibility pressed heavily on my shoulders. Was my team’s failure a reflection of some subconscious doubt I was emitting? Were they picking up on my own hidden insecurities?

Taking a drag from the cigar, I blew out a plume of smoke, watching as it dispersed into the night air, much like my confidence seemed to do. Maybe it was the marketing? The branding? Or perhaps the public wasn’t ready for such a product? But that seemed unlikely. The world was gravitating towards eco-friendly products. PEEL fit perfectly into that narrative.

I remembered the words of my old boss, Boyd. “Every product has its time, Tim. You need to find that time.” Was this not PEEL’s time? Or was I too blind to see the signs?

A chilling thought crossed my mind: What if Dagger was involved? What if he was undermining my business behind the scenes, seeing it as competition? The world of sales was cutthroat, but would he go to such lengths? Probably, my pain is his joy. Or maybe it was paranormal occurrences that had often brushed past my life, leaving me both fascinated and fearful. Was this another one of those instances?

The eerie silence of the night seemed more profound, with only the soft buzz of the city and the occasional distant car horn breaking the stillness. My cigar was nearing its end, and so was my patience. I was determined to find answers. Whether it was a flaw in the product, the pitch, external sabotage, or a supernatural force against me, I'd resolve to understand it.

Because I believed in myself, in PEEL, and in a world that would embrace it. I needed to find the way. Putting my cigar in the ashtray, I went to bed.


Chapter 44
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The country field is vast and stretches out before us, the sun a luminous sphere against the backdrop of a cloudy sky. With each head of grain moving in unison, the golden stalks wave in rippling patterns as the wheat dances in the breeze. The wheat stalks stretch as far as the eye can see, with Sheena standing amidst them, a solitary figure in this vast open space.

Sweet and earthy aromas fill the air, a mix of freshly cut grass, wildflowers, and hay. The wheat stalks emit delicate fragrances that mingle in the air like a bouquet of perfumes.

A chorus of birds singing from atop the branches of nearby trees, and a distant rumble of thunder rolling in from afar. The whisper of wind rustling through the wheat, rippling in waves as it passes by.

“Hello Sheena.”

“Hello Timothy Tibb.”

“Sheena, my cleaning products aren’t selling. I’m doing everything right. I don’t know why. Can you tell me why?”

“That’s not for me to say. This is one of your lessons you must learn.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.” We stand quietly, looking at the death storm in the distance. We can see tiny fractures of lightning.

“I will tell you this, Timothy Tibb. It is a natural law that when you try to improve your station in life, many forces fight against you. They don’t want you to improve. The greater the improvement you are attempting, the harder they push you back.”

“Are the same forces behind the death storm?”

“I don’t know the answer, Timothy.”

“What should I do?”

“Don’t quit.”

I stand for a few minutes in silence before responding. “Thank you, Sheena.” We fly into the air, but the storm is now upon us.

“We need to take shelter,” Sheena says. We fly into the barn.

The storm is fierce. Winds whip through the trees, tearing branches off and sending them flying. Sheena and I huddle in the barn away from the windows.

“Does this death storm want to stop me or kill me?” I ask.

“I don’t know, Timothy. But whatever it is, you must not give up. You must continue to fight for what you want.”

The storm rages on for hours, but eventually subsides. Sheena and I step outside and see destruction all around us. Uprooted trees and torn power lines lay like broken spider webs. The sky is still dark with clouds and the wind still whistles, but there is a sense of quiet in the storm’s aftermath. It fills the air with traces of smoke from the lightning strikes, as well as the scent of wet earth and vegetation from the rains that accompanied the storm.

Despite the surrounding destruction, there is an eerie stillness in the air. We can hear wind rustling through what remains of the trees, and far off in the distance, we can make out the dull roar of thunder. Everything around us feels damp. The trees are slippery to the touch, their leaves heavy with water. The ground is cold and soggy beneath our feet.

“See, Timothy,” Sheena says. “You withstood the storm. Now face the world again.”

I take a deep breath and nod. Sheena is right. I have to keep going. I will never give up.
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Saturday was a good day for light bulb sales. I closed up the office at 5:00 PM. As I drove home, the day’s many sales of light bulbs filled my thoughts, but there was not even one PEEL product sale. I’d put so much hope into this venture, but the only products I’d been able to move were light bulbs. I dreaded the scolding that Candy would inevitably give me for my unwise investment. The thought of her chastising me made my stomach turn. But, like Sheena advised, I wouldn’t quit. I’d try again on Monday. On the drive home, I called Sammie.

“Sammie, this is Tim. I need to do our closeouts in the Covington office on Monday. The room has no manager yet.”

“OK. Will you pay for my gas?” she asked.

“Yes, Sammie, and for your time. I’ll make it worth your while. I need you to be at my house when the district managers drop off their closeouts, then drive down to me.”

“OK. Sounds like a late night.” Sammie sighed.

“I’m sorry. I’ll pay for a hotel for you. I need you to stay in Covington on Tuesday to watch the room. I have to go closeout with Dagger.”

“You’re gonna make me work too hard.” She laughed.

“I know, I’m sorry. But you’re the only one I can trust.”

“OK, Tim. I’ll do it.”

“I appreciate your help,” I said. I hung up the phone.


Chapter 46


Monday, I was ready to try again. Sammie arrived with the closeout papers at 7:00 PM. I commandeered one table to work with Sammie while monitoring the room and dispatching drivers.

“What are these new products?” Sammie asked. Her fingers danced over the sleek PEEL bottle, her eyebrows arched in curiosity.

“That’s my new product.” I held out a towel with the PEEL cleaner and gestured to her discolored sneakers. “Watch this magic.” In a few brisk swipes, one shoe transformed back to its original pristine white.

Her eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. “My shoes were practically ruined.”

“That’s the power of PEEL,” I said. My chest inflated with pride. “Imagine the sales if people see what it can do.”

“I’ve never seen something that good. You must sell a ton of these.”

“The potential sales are mind boggling,” I said. I didn’t mention we hadn’t even sold one yet.

Sammie looked impressed as she put the bottle down. She returned to sorting the papers. Then an idea struck me, inspired by Sammie’s infectious enthusiasm. “Sammie, how about a little wager? Get on the phone. If you can’t sell one, I’ll give you $100. But if you make a sale, $200.”

Sammie’s eyes widened with a gleam I’d seen when she’d close five sales back-to-back. If Sammie would get our first sale, maybe it would get the sales flowing. It would be a turning point, the pressure of the silent dam breaking and allowing the success of our venture to flow freely.

“OK, I’ll do it,” she said. Sammie grabbed the phone and picked up the number strips. Within minutes, her enthusiasm charged the atmosphere. On her third call, she was talking about how PEEL made her shoes white again, then I watched as her pen glided across a sales ticket. And it wasn’t any sale - she’d upsold a triple pack. Sammie never sold triple-packs.

“Here you go, boss! Give me my $200.” Sammie slapped the ticket in my hand. Her eyes flashed with triumph.

“Good job, Sammie.” I had a gigantic smile as I handed her two crisp one-hundred-dollar bills. The weight in my chest seemed to lift instantly. “Sammie, you have no idea what this means.” I stared at the sales ticket in my hand, my eyes misting over. “PEEL’s first sale. Thanks to you.”

“Really? The first one?” She tucked the bills into her bra.

I nodded, the gravity of the moment pulling at my heartstrings. “Sammie, you’ve breathed life into PEEL, given it a fighting chance.”

Joan, looking a bit bewildered, piped in, “Why the big celebration over one sale? And why did Sammie get $200?”

Looking up, I felt a warmth spreading across my face, the genuine happiness that had been missing for too long. “Because she used her car to drive down from Columbus. Joan, I’ll give you a bonus, too. Actually, I’m going to make this a contest for everyone.” I waved at everyone to finish up with their calls. Once I had everyone’s attention, I said, “I’m going to have a contest. Tonight I'll give a $20 bonus for each PEEL product you sell. On top of that, I’ll give the top salesperson another $200.”

“That’s the easiest sale I ever made,” Sammie said. She stood and stretched, the eyes of the salespeople on her.

“Everyone hear that?” I asked. Everyone nodded.

“How do we sell it?” Joan asked.

“Just do what Sammie did. Lead with the PEEL products instead of the light bulbs,” I said. Everyone dialed.

A surge of energy seemed to sweep through the room as everyone became animated, smiling and laughing as they talked and dialed. As if a heavy fog had been lifted, the atmosphere filled with excitement. The air sparkled as a representation of the newfound success. As sales came in, the dam that held back progress was crumbling.

The sales people’s joy filled the room applauding each other as they made a sale. A hubbub of voices and laughter echoed off the walls as everyone shared their triumphs, the occasional shouts of surprise and delight ringing out. The sales kept increasing as the salespeople’s voices merged in the background.

It reminded me of the first office we opened in Whitehall. No one had made sales for hours. But when one person finally did, the others flooded in. Sheena was right. There was a force trying to stop us from improving our station in life.

And I hadn’t quit.


Chapter 47


It was the first week selling my cleaning products in Wesley’s office. I waited in the office for the first sale. I had showed the product’s effectiveness, and then trained them on the sales script. The story of Covington’s success helped to transfer the excitement of PEEL products to Wesley’s office.

I announced a hundred-dollar bonus for the top three salespeople for four weeks, and the office was abuzz. For extra incentive, I pinned a twenty-dollar bill on the wall and declared that whoever sold the first PEEL product would get it.

Wesley’s crew sprung into action, furiously working their phones to make the most of this incredible opportunity. I could sense the jealousy in the room as Shirley sold the first item. I slapped the twenty into her hand and pinned another to the wall, setting off a frenzied competition for the next sale.

The cost of the bonuses stung, but I knew long-term profits would follow once Dagger saw our success. My strategy worked. They were all excited and happy to have won some extra cash. Because of the sales, I was one happy camper. My plan was working. Win, win, win. I couldn’t wait until the next round.

By 7:00 PM, the office had transformed. Everywhere you looked, there were markers of success. The sales boards were full of numbers and sticky notes showing each sale. The salespeople were talking over each other about their commissions.

“Hey Tim.” Roger, a seasoned salesperson with silver streaks in his hair, approached me with a bounce in his step. “This PEEL thing? It’s gold, man. I’ve been in sales for years and seen nothing like this.”

Maria, a young and ambitious sales rep, added, “I’ve never sold triple packs before, but I am now.” The room erupted in cheers, echoing Maria’s success. There was a camaraderie forming in the office, a sense of unity over shared success.

Ryan, always the skeptic, admitted, “I thought this was only another fad, Tim. But, damn, my commissions have never looked better.” He raised his sales tally sheet.

I grinned, feeling an overwhelming sense of accomplishment. “Well, that’s what happens when you have a killer product and an amazing team behind it. Remember, it’s not only the product; it’s your skill.”

Catching the infectious spirit, Shirley, who had kick-started the PEEL mania, with the first sale of the night, shouted, “First round at Charlie’s Pub is on me.” Her triumphant gesture got a resounding cheer.

“Cheers to PEEL and to us.” Wesley lifted an imaginary glass. The office echoed in unison, a symbol of unity and shared prosperity.

Looking around, the atmosphere was electric. PEEL was changing lives. Salespeople who had previously struggled to make ends meet were now enjoying the fruits of their labor. They talked about commission-based victories, vacations, cars, and dreams that once seemed impossible.

As I left the office that evening, the sound of ringing phones and excited chatter still fresh in my ears, I couldn’t help but feel pride. Not only in PEEL, but in the remarkable transformation I had witnessed in Wesley’s team. This wasn’t only about selling a product; it was about igniting passion, determination, and hope.


Chapter 48


Tuesday night closeout at Daggers came.

“Tim, is this right? Your products were the top sellers in Clifton?” Dagger asked. He studied the numbers on the paper.

“That’s right. You made an extra 25% because I gave those to you for free.”

“I want you to put the products in another office this week.” Dagger leaned forward on the table.

“Okay, but you’re almost out of the free products I gave you. The wholesale price is $8.75 per bottle,” I said.

Dagger’s face shifted into a deep frown, and his eyebrows drew together. His lips tightened into a thin line, and he stared intently at the numbers on the paper.

“You know what, Dagger? I’ll give you a kickback,” I said.

Dagger’s mouth cracked a slight smile as he seemed to appreciate the idea. His brows and eyes relaxed.

“I’ll pay you a five percent kickback on the gross sales of the PEEL products.”

Dagger’s lips drew back into a wide, cheerful grin. His eyes widened as he looked up from the paper and reached out to clap me on the shoulder.

“Good,” Dagger said. His tone was sturdy, as if he was proud of the decision he had made.

Thanks to my free products, I had two offices using my products and raking in the profits for me. My discount to Dagger was certainly worth it. “How about the next office be North College?” I asked.

“Go for it!” he said.

That week, I sold more products at North College than ever before. I had awarded plentiful bonuses which filled the wall with cash, making it appear like it had come straight out of a true crime drama.

At close out the following week, the PEEL sales amazed Dagger.

“Timmy, I want you to sell your products throughout Ohio. If it keeps working, you can ship to Michigan and Illinois.”

“Oh, wow.” I frowned and put my hand on my chin, looking up at the ceiling. “I can’t give you the 5% kickback on all the offices. I can’t afford that.”

“Hey, you told me I got an extra 5%,” Dagger said. He scowled at me.

“I didn’t mean in every office in your system.”

“A deal is a deal!” Dagger slammed his fist on the desk.

The fact is, I made a lot of profit even though I gave him the kickback. As if Dagger was cheating me, I hung my head. “I’ll let you have the kickback in all offices.” I did my best to make my voice sound weak and fearful. I wanted to yell for joy, but I restrained myself. It was important that Dagger thought it was his idea to force the kickback out of me. Dagger’s nose crinkled as he showed his teeth. I understood he was getting pleasure screwing me over on this deal. I shook his hand and left his office with my head hanging low.

Once in the confines of my car and miles down the road, I allowed my jubilation to surface. I beat Dagger at his own crooked game and made substantial profits by turning the tables..


Chapter 49


Over the next month, I went on a journey across Ohio to promote PEEL and redefine my position. The sun-dappled roads stretched out before me, inviting adventure as I embarked on a mission that held both redemption and profit.

Each stop at one of our offices was a tale of triumph, where eager salespeople stood to greet me and shake my hand when I arrived. The aromatic promise of success lingered in the air. The offices, which were scattered over Ohio like beacons of opportunity, eagerly accepted PEEL. Because of my resilience against the odds stacked by Dagger against me, I didn't fail.

In Toledo, like the others, I witnessed their transformation. The PEEL products energized the crew. Conversations buzzed around me, mingling with the tap-tap of telephone keypads. The salespeople had a strong sense of unity and camaraderie because of their promising results.

The Columbus offices were busy with enthusiastic people selling PEEL over the phone when I arrived. Salespeople with years of experience showcased my products persuasively. The commission boards, once dominated by light bulbs, now bore PEEL products prominently at the top, a sign of the transformation that had taken place.

The journey continued, each office a unique universe of its own. From Akron’s industrial charm to the picturesque charm of Dayton, the landscape changed, but the success story remained the same. The walls adorned with my products reflected not only my perseverance, but also the trust these salespeople had placed in me.

With every interaction, I shared more than my products. Without blaming Dagger, I shared stories of resilience, of overcoming adversity, and of turning the tides of manipulation. Salespeople listened with rapt attention, connecting on a deeper level as they recognized the undercurrents of triumph in my words.

As I drove through the vastness of Ohio, my heart swelled with a mixture of pride and satisfaction. I had not only secured profits but also imparted a lesson of resilience to those who had felt the sting of manipulation. The sun dipped low on the horizon as I made my last stop, a quaint office in Youngstown. As the door opened, a chorus of greetings echoed, and I knew that my victory had resonated far beyond the realm of numbers on a commission sheet.

As I stood there, basking in the collective triumph that we had achieved, the shadows of the past manipulation seemed to fade away. The tour had not only solidified my position, but it had also rewritten the narrative of my relationship with Dagger. With each sale and every handshake, I had carved an alternative path, one illuminated by the indomitable spirit of a survivor turned victor.

The other state managers were calling me, their voices urgent and excited as they all asked if they could get the PEEL products. I calmly replied to each one, telling them to be patient and that I'd get to them soon. My voice was firm yet reassuring, instilling a sense of patience and confidence.


Chapter 50


With the sun dipping low on the horizon, painting the sky with hues of orange and purple, I pulled into my driveway. I couldn’t wait to share my triumph with Candy. She had always been the skeptical one, doubting the viability of the PEEL products. Today was the day I could prove her wrong.

Walking into the house, I found Candy in the kitchen, prepping dinner. The scent of garlic and tomatoes wafted through the air.

“Hey,” I began, trying to contain my excitement, “you remember when you told me PEEL would never make it big? Guess what happened?”

She turned, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel, an eyebrow raised in inquiry. “What’s that smug look for, Tim?”

“PEEL is not only the top seller at Clifton and North College, but now, it’s the top-selling product in all the offices throughout Ohio,” I said. My chest puffed out and my voice exuded pride.

Candy stared at me for a moment, taking in the news. “You’re joking.”

“Nope. Not only that, but state managers from Michigan and Illinois are practically begging me to introduce PEEL there. Looks like I’ve hit the jackpot, Candy.”

She approached me, a hint of surprise in her eyes. “I... I didn’t see that coming. Does that mean we’re rich?”

“Is that all you have to say? I know you doubted the potential of PEEL, but today was proof of its success. You should admit you were wrong about me.”

Candy smirked, her eyes dancing with amusement. “Okay, okay, you proved me wrong. I’m glad it’s done well.”

I plopped down on our overstuffed couch in the family room. “Thank you, Candy. Your skepticism was a motivator in its own way. Made me push harder to prove not only to you, but to myself, that I could do it.”

“Well, then you should thank me for being doubtful,” Candy said.

“Right.” I said. I bit my tongue. My success with PEEL wasn’t only a personal victory; it was a testament to perseverance, ambition, and a bit of sweet revenge.


Chapter 51


Afew days later, I approached Dagger again about using computers for the business. He was in the dark back room of our Whitehall office, where we stored old crates and documents. The last time I mentioned it he exploded. The faint hum of machinery from the adjacent room provided an oddly fitting backdrop to our conversation.

“Hey Dagger,” I said, “would you reconsider using computers?”

Dagger looked up from his ledger with one side of his lip raised. “Computers? What a waste of money and time. We’ve managed fine without them,” he said. He waved as if swatting away a bothersome fly. He didn’t blow up, so I felt safe to continue my argument.

“Dagger, remember that time last month when we had those 50 boxes of inventory missing in Toledo? You were furious.”

Dagger’s brow furrowed at the recollection, his teeth clamped. I waited a moment to make sure I hadn’t triggered an explosion.

“Well, imagine if we had a computerized inventory system. It would’ve caught that discrepancy in an instant. We probably could have caught the thief immediately. Imagine what you'd have done with that thief?”

He glanced at me skeptically. As his eyes looked up, I knew I had conjured an image in his mind of something violent toward the thief. A slit of a smile escaped his frown. “Maybe,” he said.

Buoyed by his faint interest, I pressed on. “Give me one week. Let me show you what I can do with a Lotus spreadsheet. It’ll make our closeout days a breeze.”

Dagger nodded. I could see he was still entertaining the thought of strangling the thief. “All right, you’ve got a week to prove your point.”

With a fresh determination fueling my efforts, I plunged into a relentless week of work. Establishing a computerized inventory on a Lotus spreadsheet was complex, but I kept going to convince Dagger. After working hard, I printed a detailed spreadsheet that listed every inventory item on a wide carriage printer.

The day of reckoning arrived as closeout day dawned. I revealed my comprehensive inventory spreadsheet printed on a green and white striped paper. I stood before Dagger, my heart pounding, and spread the paper across the table. “Look, Dagger,” I said. I put my hands on my hips and felt proud of my project. “It accounted for everything. No more missing boxes. No more thieves pulling the wool over your eyes.”

Dagger’s eyes widened as he scanned the columns and formulas. The impact seemed to hit him like a bolt from the blue, his skepticism replaced by intrigue. The potential benefits of embracing this technology were finally dawning on him.

“I never realized computers could be this useful,” Dagger said.

My heart skipped a beat as I realized I was winning. “See, Dagger? This is only the beginning.”

Dagger was quiet for ten minutes as he pored over the numbers. He would grunt and point at a line and I'd explain what it was. After he finished, he sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “We’re going to implement this system across all our offices,” he said.

He thought for a minute, then asked, “Can you play games on a computer?”

I about laughed but fortunately held it in. Leave it to Dagger to turn my work into something to entertain himself.

“Sure thing, Dagger. There're lots of games available. I’d be happy to show you how.”

It was a victory for me. I needed a computer to track sales, commissions, and rewards for PEEL product sales once Dagger approved shipping to all states.


Chapter 52


The weight of the news felt like a boulder on my chest as I parked my car outside the brick office building in Bexley. From the parking lot, I could see the office window of Steve and Crystal who managed it passionately.

Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I entered the building and made my way up the stairs. The lively sound of the telemarketing office, the buzz of conversations, the ringing phones, it all seemed bittersweet now.

“Tim!” Crystal’s bright voice greeted me, her radiant smile contrasting heavily with the unease I felt. Steve glanced up from his desk, offering a nod and a smirk, a silent acknowledgment.

Without wasting much time, I gestured for them to follow me outside. They exchanged a curious look but obliged. The three of us stood under the canopy, a gentle wind rustling the leaves above.

“Steve, Crystal,” I began, my voice thick with emotion, “I got news today that our primary supplier for the Kodak coupon books is out of business.”

The silence that followed was deafening. Crystal’s smile faltered, her eyes filling with concern. Steve’s laid-back demeanor shifted to one of subtle tension, his brow furrowing slightly.

“They were the only reliable source. Without them, we can’t keep the business running.”

Steve let out a sigh, his eyes reflecting a mix of disbelief and worry. Crystal, always the optimistic one, searched my face, probably hoping for a hint that this was some twisted joke.

“But I’ve been thinking, and I have a plan,” I said. The weight in the atmosphere lifted ever so slightly. Both of them looked at me with anticipation, eager to hear what I had in mind.

The slight rustling of the leaves and the distant hum of city life provided a gentle backdrop as I studied Steve and Crystal, gauging their reactions. “I know it’s a blow about the coupon books,” I shifted my weight from one foot to another, “but every cloud has a silver lining.”

Crystal’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. “What do you mean, Tim?”

I took a deep breath, hoping to deliver the news with the right mix of excitement and seriousness. “You both know about my PEEL cleaning products and the factory in Cincinnati, right?”

Steve smirked. “Of course, who doesn’t?”

“Well,” I said, “I’ve got clearance from Dagger to sell it in all the offices across Ohio. I have already shipped PEEL to all Ohio offices and trained all the salespeople. PEEL is the top seller in Ohio now. ”

Crystal gasped while Steve raised an eyebrow. “But there’s more,” I said. “I want you two and your crew to take over one of our sales offices.”

Steve grinned, his confident demeanor clear. “Oh, I have missed Dagger’s delightful outbursts.”

I laughed. “I’ll do my best to insulate you.”

Steve shrugged with a playful smirk. “You know, Dagger doesn’t bother me. In fact, it’s the other way around. I think I’m the one who gets under his skin.”

I laughed, knowing fully well the truth in his words. "He has no idea where you are. Ever since he fired both of you he's never asked me to get you back. Probably because he hates that he can't bully you."

"Wish I could be there when you tell him," Steve said. He let out a belly laugh.

“I'll describe the event to you," I said. I chuckled. "About the office, I'll sweeten the deal further, I’m offering you an extra 10% on all the sales of the PEEL products.”

Crystal’s eyes widened. “Tim, that’s incredibly generous.”

Steve nodded, a hint of gratitude in his eyes. “We appreciate it, truly.”

“Also,” I said. I hoped to catch them off guard with one last piece of good news. “The office I want you to take over is the Newark office, back in your hometown. I figured it would be a good place for you two, being close to family and old friends.”

Crystal’s face broke into a wide smile, and she hugged me tight. “Thank you, Tim. It means the world to us.”

Steve extended his hand, giving mine a firm shake. “We won’t let you down.”

Watching them, I couldn’t help but feel that no matter what hurdles lay ahead, with Steve and Crystal by my side, we could tackle them head-on. The future looked promising.


Chapter 53


The next day, in the kitchen, Candy was stirring the contents of a pot on the stove.

“Hi, honey, I’m home,” I said.

“Hi Tim, I thought we’d have dinner on the patio. It’s nice out.” She looked at me and smiled.

“You’re spoiling me with all this. I’m not used to you cooking for me.”

“Well, I thought it would be a pleasant change. A good chance to chat.” She continued to stir. I picked up Sapphire and stepped out onto the patio. I could hear Colin playing in the yard, so I looked around for him. A few minutes later, Candy came out with the dishes, placing them on the table. She then returned to fetch the stew and set it in front of us.

“This looks amazing, Candy. Thank you,” I said. I lifted the lid to take in the inviting aroma. “Smells delicious.”

Candy hesitated for a moment. “Tim, I wanted to ask you something about a psychic meeting I gave.”

“What’s on your mind?”

“Sometimes, I feel like people don’t believe me. Other times, they’re completely sucked in.”

“You know,” I said. I took a sip of my soup. “It’s all about reading cues. Think about the last person you felt that wasn’t listening. How were they sitting? Were they leaning back? Crossing their arms or legs?”

Candy paused, reflecting. “Yes, that sounds right.”

“When someone does that, it’s often a sign that they’re distancing themselves from the conversation. In sales, we see this and try to re-engage the person. One way is by asking them a question. And as you wait for their answer, tilt your head a bit and smile. This shows you’re attentive. People unconsciously do this when they’re genuinely interested. So, when you do it, they’ll feel you’re sincerely trying to listen.”

“That’s good to know. Is there something specific I should say?”

“You can try: ‘There’s a complex interplay of thoughts and feelings within you, making it challenging to find clarity. What direction do you think you should take?’”

“Can you write that down for me?”

“Of course. And remember, look for their reactions. If they shift or seem to ponder, you’ve connected. Just make sure to always tilt your head a bit. It shows you’re truly listening.”

“That’s helpful,” she said.

“You seem into this. What do your friends think?”

“They love it and keep introducing it to others. It’s fun,” she said. Candy's eyes looked up the way she does when she is leaving a conversation. After a few minutes, she asked, "Tim, are we rich yet?"

Candy asked me this often. I wanted to tell her we were on the way, and we would be soon. But she had proven I couldn't trust her with money. I had tried before, but she just spent everything I gave her access to. And she even figured out how to access company funds for her own personal expenses.

"No, net yet Candy."

"Oh, OK," she said. I could see she was disappointed. The rest of our dinner was quiet, both of us lost in our thoughts.


Chapter 54


Monday evening, my phone rang.

“It’s Dagger,” Sheena whispered to me before I picked up the phone.

“Hi Dagger, what’s up?” I asked.

There was a hesitation before Dagger answered. “Meet me in Indianapolis to do close outs tomorrow. Dale doesn’t feel like traveling.”

“Again? He’s been healthy for weeks,” I said. It was no longer a coincidence. Every time I returned his energy, he became ill the next day.

“That’s all I have to say.” He hung up.

Tuesday morning, I drove the three-hour trip to Indianapolis. When I arrived, Dean, the manager, was there.

“Hi Dean. Has Dale or Dagger arrived yet?”

“Yeah, they’re in the back.” Dean rolled his eyes.

“Thanks Dean.” He laughed, and I walked toward the inventory room.

I found Dale and Dagger arguing. Dagger was mad that Dale hadn’t done his job properly, and it seemed like he wasn’t in the mood to do closeouts. Dagger had commandeered a stack of concrete blocks for his chair. Dale was on a fold up chair looking piqued.

“Hi Dagger. Hi Dale. Dale, you look terrible. Did you go to the doctor again?”

“Yeah, I went yesterday. Same. He said it must be psychological,” Dale said.

“What? That’s ridiculous. You should go back and ask for a second opinion,” Dagger said. “I’ve been hearing good things about that Northside Surgery out on I-70.”

Dale shook his head. “The clinics want you to pay out of pocket. All I can afford is the Veterans’ Hospital.”

As we worked on the books, we discussed the numbers. Dale and Dagger noticed that PEEL products made up most of the sales in Ohio and Kentucky.

“Why aren’t you guys selling light bulbs anymore?” Dale asked. He scratched his head.

“We’re selling them. But Peel products sell better than the lightbulbs,” I said.

“You should sell them too, Dale,” Dagger said. It was obvious Dagger wanted my five percent kickback from Indiana.

“I’m not selling Timmy’s shit in my state.” Dale’s voice was low and menacing. Dale was no longer my friend, but again my raging enemy.

“Dale, I can train your people to sell them. The returns will be huge. Your customers will beg for the product,” I said.

“I don't want your crap or anything to do with you.” His body quivered with rage and hatred burned in his eyes as he hissed through gritted teeth.

“Dale, you’re making a mistake. We need to be friends,” I said.

He stood to his feet, bracing himself against the wall, fists balled at his sides. “Get out of my state and never come back.”

I thought about the phantom car crash. I worried the man injured or killed would be Dale if I kept returning his attacks. While Sheena told me she wasn’t sure what might happen, her voice conveyed a serious tone. She said that there were many things that could go wrong. I'd talk to her again about it.

We finished up the closeouts and I needed to go home. When I walked up front, Dean stopped me.

“Tim, Kermit and I were talking,” Dean said. “The PEEL products are great sellers, and you’re rewarding everyone for their sales. Can we sell them here soon?”

“I’m working on it. Dale makes that decision. Because he’s angry with me, he doesn’t want the PEEL products here.”

“Why is he angry with you?”

“The best I can figure is he thinks all the territory I’ve had since we were out here was supposed to be his. He’d make more money if he focused on business. If a few managers requested PEEL products, Dale might place an order,” I said.

“Well, I’ll put in a good word for you.“

“Good luck with that. You’re better than me if you can get Dale to place an order.” I shook his hand and said goodbye to the sales team. Each was happy with their job but showed disappointment about not having PEEL products to sell.

I walked out to the parking lot, thinking of ways Dagger could convince Dale to sell PEEL. Maybe I could help Dagger show Dale the value of PEEL products. Perhaps I could convince Dale that PEEL products were to his advantage. That wouldn’t happen if Dale hated me.

After getting into my car, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and focused on the task at hand: getting the PEEL products into Indiana. As I visualized PEEL sitting on the desks of Indiana offices, my vision involuntarily was blocked out by the death storm. I gasped and opened my eyes. Why did that happen? I closed my eyes again, imagining Indiana delivery drivers loaded with PEEL products. After a few minutes, I opened my eyes and put my car in drive.


Chapter 55


Ihad staffed the Covington office and trained a manager. I took three people looking for promotions to Louisville and opened a St. Matthew’s office with ten phones. My first two weeks were a whirlwind of activity as I answered calls and trained new staff. I was busy standing behind them as they dialed, answering their questions and showing our sales process. I used hand gestures to show examples, compare products, and answer questions..

We had stocked our office with PEEL cleaning products and light bulbs. Two-thirds of all sales were PEEL products because of my new policy of leading the sales presentations with them.

In anticipation of shipping to all of Dagger’s states, we were stockpiling product in the factory. Wesley’s sons worked tirelessly. Their quick hands and efficient movements made it appear I had trained them in the art of production. They moved confidently, carefully packing products into boxes and stacking them onto pallets. They were being supervised by Wesley, who gave them directions and tips to help them be more efficient.

They stacked the pallets with rows of boxes, sealed and labeled with the PEEL branding and product details. The pallets were waiting to increase my profits by traveling across state lines.

Within the next six weeks, I added laundry detergent and fabric softener to the product line. They packaged the laundry detergent in a light blue bottle with the PEEL logo on the front. It featured a picture of a white fluffy towel with a yellow flower at the corner. A light blue, powdery substance with a subtle lavender scent filled the container..

The fabric softener was a light red liquid with a subtle floral scent. It came in a plastic jug with a handle, making it easy to pour. On the label, yellow and white stars swirled around the words, “PEEL Fabric Softener”. Because of my products, I could clear a 20% profit in Kentucky even though Dagger was siphoning off ten percent.

As the weeks flew by in the St. Matthew’s office, I often found myself caught up in the thrill of the sales. The PEEL products became the star of our inventory, and seeing pallets stacked high with them brought a smug satisfaction. My staff had been diligent, responding well to the training. The sales techniques I’d taught them became second nature as they pitched products over the phone. The physical, tangible result of their efforts was clear in our stockroom—rows upon rows of PEEL products waiting for shipment.

One afternoon, in my factory, I leaned against a table, eyeing the pallets. Wesley approached, wiping his hands on a cloth. His sons had been efficient, ensuring our stock was prepared for Dagger’s expansive reach.

“Tim,” he said, “these PEEL products are moving. Your training has done wonders for the telemarketing rooms.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Wesley. Leading the sales with PEEL instead of light bulbs was a good move. They’re our top sellers.”

“But Dagger’s still taking his ten percent cut of Kentucky, ain’t he?” He raised an eyebrow, a hint of concern in his voice.

“That he is,” I replied, my gaze never leaving the PEEL products. “But here’s the beauty of it. Even with Dagger taking his share, I’m still pocketing a 20% profit on every PEEL sale in Kentucky. And soon I’ll pull in 9% profit from all the PEEL products outside Kentucky. Dagger keeps cutting my pay for managing Ohio, but that's no longer any concern to me. I get my fair share and I have control of my income. Plus, I can pay all the managers extra commissions from PEEL, which helps to make up for Dagger continually fining them and cutting their pay.”

Wesley whistled slow. “That’s impressive.”

“So, Dagger approved sales of PEEL in all his states now?”

“Not yet. But he will. It’s my petty revenge,” I said. I smirked. “Dagger might think he’s getting the best of me, but in the end, I’ll be the one laughing all the way to the bank.”

Wesley laughed. “Well played, Tim. Well played.”


Chapter 56


Over the next month, the other state managers kept calling me, asking to sell PEEL. I told them that as soon as Dagger approved it, they would have them. I asked them to be patient. To show my appreciation for their support of PEEL, I planned a party at the Marriott Hotel. I invited all the state and district managers, the top ten salespeople, and their families. I invited Wesley and his sons, as they were the bones and muscle of the factory. I told everyone it would be an opportunity to get to know each other better and discuss ideas on how to sell the PEEL products. Of course, I invited Dagger, but somehow I needed him not to be the center of focus, as he always demanded.

The Marriott had a buffet with mini pizzas, cheese platters, and chocolate-covered strawberries. Music played in the background, creating a lively atmosphere for conversation. The bar was full of beers, wines, margaritas, and cocktails so everyone could enjoy their favorite drink. There was laughter all around as everyone chatted.

I wanted to talk to the other state managers without Dagger interfering. He was engaging with the managers and demanding their attention. I noticed one of our employees, Kaleb, walk by. He had been on the sales team for a while and was always reliable in his work and friendly with everyone. I asked Kaleb if he'd help me out by distracting Dagger. He seemed eager and happy to do so, understanding that Dagger’s presence could make it hard for me to keep the attention of the other state managers.

Kaleb stepped forward and approached Dagger. I heard him ask Dagger how he could move up in the company. That’s all it would take for Dagger to brag for thirty minutes. Dagger was notorious for his love of the spotlight. His eyes lit up, seizing the opportunity to be the loudest voice in the room.

“Well, young man,” Dagger boomed, swishing his drink dramatically, the ice cubes clinking against the glass, “It’s all about ambition and drive!” His large hand swung around, gesturing widely as if trying to encompass the entire room, or perhaps the universe.

Kaleb nodded, feigning rapt attention as Dagger leaned in closer. “See, in my early days,” Dagger continued, now waving his hands to emphasize every point, “I worked harder than anyone else. I was smarter. I was faster. That’s how I climbed the ladder so quickly.”

I watched from a distance as Kaleb played his part perfectly, throwing in comments that fed Dagger’s already inflated ego. “Really? That’s fascinating. How did you manage all of that?”

“You’ve got to have the instinct, son,” Dagger shouted, the volume of his voice rising with every word. He jabbed a finger towards Kaleb’s chest, emphasizing his point. “You’ve got to smell the opportunity and grab it.”

By this time, a small crowd had gathered around Dagger, but not because they were genuinely interested. They found it amusing, exchanging knowing glances with each other, as they had heard these tales of grandeur countless times..

I gathered the state managers around the bar, grateful for the distraction that Kaleb had provided. We talked about marketing strategies, pricing points, and promotional plans. We talked about how to make sure the salespeople were knowledgeable. Everyone seemed excited about the possibilities - it felt like a dream come true for me since I’d worked for months on this project.

Finally, after an hour of discussing business plans, I saw Dagger winding down. We took a break to enjoy another round of drinks and snacks. When Dagger returned to our group, he didn’t know what we had discussed; however, he seemed intrigued by all the activity going on around him. I smiled, grateful for Kaleb’s clever distraction and the successful night of planning and camaraderie.

After the night ended, we all said goodbye. Everyone left the party happy, with smiles on their faces and newfound energy to get the job done. I thanked Kaleb for his help, secretly relieved that everything had gone according to plan. As I watched everyone go home, I knew that this was only the beginning of PEEL’s success.

Tuesday came, and time for closeout. I drove to Dagger’s house and handed the books for Ohio and Kentucky to him with no hesitation, eager as ever.

“So you're selling more cleaning products than light bulbs?” Dagger asked.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Dagger. People love the PEEL products,” I said.

“But we need to sell more light bulbs.”

“Why? Dagger, you’re getting a 5% kickback on PEEL sold in Ohio. That means you make more on PEEL products than light bulbs,” I said.

Dagger slowly raised his hand to his head, his fingertips tentatively touching his scalp. His eyes searched the air, and he shifted back and forth slightly, as if tracing the pathways of his thoughts.

“That makes sense. Okay, keep selling them.” Dagger put the papers back on his desk.

“I can only stock the products. The customers decide what they want to buy.” I smiled, because I knew why they were selling better. I had switched all of Ohio to lead with my PEEL products.


Chapter 57


We were in the park on a warm, cloudless Sunday afternoon. I was sitting on a bench on the playground watching Candy play with Sapphire. She put her on her lap and rolled her around in three complete circles, like a human gyroscope, making chirpy noises as she spun her. Then Sapphire walked toward me, shaking each leg after the other. She stumbled every two steps, lost her balance, and fell over.

“Tim. Is there more you can teach me about being a psychic?” Candy asked.

“You’re not a psychic, Candy.”

“You know what I mean. The magic tricks.”

“Well, mentalists use the Rainbow Ruse.”

“Rainbow?”

“Ruse. Rainbow ruse. You assign a characteristic to somebody and then you assign the opposite of that characteristic. It makes it look like you know all about them and that works on pretty much anybody.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Well, for example, you could say, ‘You are capable of great feats, yet fear of failure sometimes prevents you from taking the steps to reach your ambitions.’ You see, what you’re doing is that you told your subject they're capable of great feats. Most people, down deep inside, believe that to be true. But then you tell them fear of failure stops that. Again, almost everyone on this planet has that fear.”

“I think I get it. Can you write that down for me?”

“I don’t have a pen with me, Candy. Just learn the principal.”

“Would you give me another example?” Candy asked. She looked at me.

“Okay. ‘You are naturally creative and resourceful, but it can be difficult for you to apply these skills in order to achieve what you truly desire.’ You give them a compliment that they're naturally creative and resourceful and then you tell them they feel it’s difficult to apply the skills.”

“Okay, I see.” Candy frowned. I’m not sure she saw.

“I was thinking about having a lot of my friends over to the house this Saturday and do some readings for them. Could you watch the kids?”

“I’m glad you’re making friends, Candy. Sure, I can watch the kids. I’ll take them to the backyard.”

“Okay, I think it’s better not to come into the house during the readings.”

“Why is that?”

“Well, you know you might disturb the mood. I’m going to have the lights down low to make it all psychic-like.” Candy grinned at me. I kind of wondered what the hell she was doing.


Chapter 58


Again, the next Wednesday, I’m was at the Econo Lodge in Toledo. I finished with my offices at 10:00 PM. My plan was to get up at 5:00 AM to drive to Louisville by 10:00 AM.

As I shut my eyes, a piercing shriek like metallic claws slicing through steel reverberated in the darkness. There was a thundering crash followed by the explosion of shattering glass and a monstrous roar as metal crashed with overwhelming power. The crunch of debris showering onto the ground echoed around me, punctuated by an angry engine grumbling with force. The sound penetrated the night air, then left a void of utter silence so thick it felt like time had stopped. A chilling fear raced through my veins.

I looked out the window. A deep navy blue filled the sky, with the moon glowing like a pale yellow sun. Its light was soft and peaceful, shining down onto the ground below, creating an ethereal landscape of darkness and light. The stars twinkled in the sky above like distant diamond pinpricks in a blanket of velvet.

The scene before me was one of eerie stillness. Not a soul stirred in the darkness. Not a single trace of life did I see. The streetlights were dim. The trees and buildings stood like silent sentinels against the night sky. It felt like nobody else existed in the world. There was a sense of something sinister lurking beneath the quiet night.

I laid back down, covered myself, and closed my eyes.

Less than a minute later, the air filled with a chorus of wailing sirens that cut through the night like a sharp blade. The blaring noise pierced the entire city with its intensity, a warning of an impending emergency that no one could ignore. I saw blue and red lights strobing out of the darkness, casting an eerie glow across my room. It seemed impossible how quickly things happened- less than five minutes after hearing an impact outside our window, emergency vehicles had arrived. I tried to go back to sleep, but the emergency lights kept flashing.

Then I heard a man screaming outside my window. The man’s cries filled the night with a broken, desperate sound. His agonized sobs reverberated through the street, echoing off the pavement in a disheartening chorus of despair. I heard his pain and fear, felt his agony as if it were my own. His desperate wails of sorrow covered the darkness in a blanket of misery, crystallizing the gravity of the situation.

My heart racing, I got up to look out the window. There was nothing there, only an empty parking lot and field. Fear gripped every part of my body, making my palms sweat. That could've been ghosts calling home after centuries away. A voice in the back of my head said, “You’re crazy.” The colored lights, however, were still blinking onto the window shades. I could still hear sirens and a man wailing as I rolled up the shades. As I listened, it sounded like it was Dale.

The lights again flashed onto the shades when I pulled them down. I waited for twenty minutes until the sounds and lights stopped.

The atmosphere seemed to thicken, as if charged with a strange energy. Dread overwhelmed me. A distant howl sent a chill down my spine, which sounded like something massive and sinister approaching from afar. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible was coming, something that would threaten everything I knew. A deep fear coursed through me, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand.

Maybe it was a sign that Dale would die. Maybe he’s going to be killed in a car crash. I went back to bed and tried to sleep. But I couldn’t. I was too worried about Dale. I couldn’t help feeling guilt; whether it’s fair or unfair—Dale had been the one to force me to defend my family. I was hopeful we could be friends. Maybe that could save him from whatever was coming for him.


Chapter 59


At the next closeout with Dagger, he had a foldout table in his upstairs office. On top of it was money stacked high, with different denominations in each pile; one-hundred-dollar bills, twenties, fifties, and more—a veritable mountain of cash in neat stacks. The bills were eye-catching, filling the room with a scent of success. I picked up a stack. The money felt crisp and smooth against my fingers, like fresh paper—the texture of wealth and promise. It was unreal, like touching a dream that may vanish.

“Happy birthday Dagger. I brought you something.” I put a gift on his table while looking at his money.

“Thanks Timmy. I started a new tradition for my birthdays,” Dagger said. His eyes were wide and his cigarette hung on his lips, stretched into a smile.

“Oh? What’s that?” I lay his money back on the table.

“I’m going to count all my cash on every birthday. Every year, I’ll have more money. How much? Well, let’s see... at least one million additional each year.”

I scanned the cash for a moment. “Looks like $300,000.”

“You’re close. It’s $398,320. I got it written right here.” He held up a piece of paper.

I felt a chill run down my spine as I heard those words. “That’s good Dagger.” Why wasn’t it in the bank? Which nefarious activities had Dagger been involved in? I already had an answer in the back of my mind: Each week, we picked up cash from the banks and distributed it to our salespeople. But how often, I wondered, had Dagger pocketed some of the stash for himself? That wasn't illegal, unless he was hiding it from the IRS. I thought his new tradition was not kosher.

“So Timmy, Dee tells me you’re not ordering many light bulbs from her.”

“Why would Dee be telling you about my business?”

Dagger frowned. "It's my right to know what you’re selling.”

“You get paid no matter what I sell,” I said. He wasn’t good at math. He raised an eyebrow. I tried to make the concept simple. “If I sell $50K of light bulbs in Kentucky, I pay you $2,500. If I sell $50K of PEEL products in Kentucky, I pay you $2,500.”

“Yeah, but I’m not getting as much from your state when you don’t sell lightbulbs.”

“That could only be true if you’re getting a kickback from Dee when I buy her lightbulbs. That’s the only way it would make a difference. You told me you weren’t getting kickbacks,” I said.

Dagger’s face froze, knowing I outed his scam. He stuttered after a moment’s hesitation, “You aren’t paying for the kickback. Dee is.”

“Why doesn’t Dee give you kickback on Ohio and your other states? If I’m not paying for it, then it comes out of Dee’s pocket, right?” Dagger paused and looked up. I’m sure he was imagining kickbacks piling up on his birthday table.

“That would be nice,” Dagger said. Then he focused on me again. “Well, anyway, sell more lightbulbs in Kentucky so I can make more money.”

“Oh, sure, I’ll get right on that. Anything else?”

Dagger leaned back in his chair, the squeaking sound cutting the tension. The afternoon light seeping through the blinds cast a shadow over his face, emphasizing his cold, narrowed eyes. “Well, now that you mention it, I heard Steve and Crystal are back with the company. In Newark, of all places.”

I froze for a moment. I had hoped to keep that secret a bit longer. Taking a deep breath, I replied, “Yeah, I put them in charge of the Newark office. Thought it was the right thing to do.”

His brow furrowed. “I fired them a year ago, remember? Why would you hire them again?”

“They are good workers, Dagger. You only fired Steve because he wouldn’t let you talk down to him, not because of his performance.”

Dagger snorted, puffing out a thick cloud of smoke. “Oh, I remember very well. So, where’ve they been hiding all this time?”

“Just bumped into them at a restaurant a while back.” I decided not to give away the whole truth.

He smirked, tapping ash into a crystal ashtray. “Funny how the world works, huh? You just bump into people when you need them.”

“Yeah, funny that way.” My heart raced, but I kept my face neutral.

Dagger took a deep drag from his cigarette, exhaling slowly. “Fine. Let them stay. It's my birthday after all, right? Just make sure they know who's in charge.”

“I’ll remind them. Thanks, Dagger.” I tried to keep the relief from my voice. "Anything else?"

“Yeah, come down to the dungeon with me for birthday shots,” Dagger said. 



Chapter 60


Ifollowed Dagger down to his dungeon. I watched as Dagger readied the pool table, inspecting the felt and brushing lint away. He chose his cue stick, then motioned for me to join him. I stepped up to the table and adjusted my stance, letting my arms move to their comfortable position before taking my shot.

The clacking of the pool balls as they collided with each other created a steady rhythm that filled the air. Music created a backdrop. I could hear Dagger breathing as he focused on his shot, then the satisfying crack of his cue stick against the cue ball.

As the game progressed, I noticed Dagger seemed more relaxed. He still had that hint of kickback greed I had seen in his eyes earlier. We played a few rounds, taking shots of whiskey in between. The atmosphere was thick with tension, but I sensed he was also eager to seal a deal and make more money, as he always was. I knew I had to play my cards right, especially with someone as conniving as Dagger. I wanted to get him to agree to let me sell PEEL products to his telemarketing offices in Illinois, Pennsylvania, and Michigan, but I needed him to think it was his idea.

“Damn, that was a great shot!” Dagger stood and pointed at the 8-Ball perfectly lined up. He looked at me with a satisfied grin on his face. I nodded, acknowledging the shot.

“You know, Dagger, I’ve been thinking…” I said. I picked up a cue stick and chalked it. I waited for Dagger to give me his attention to finish my statement. “With the amount of money you’re making on kickbacks from lightbulbs and PEEL products, it’s no wonder you’re counting so much cash on your birthdays.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not only the kickbacks, but it adds up,” Dagger said. His voice was a mix of bragging and smugness.

“Imagine if you could double or even triple those kickbacks. You’d be rolling in even more money,” I said. I let my voice trail off, as if I was letting him in on a secret.

His eyes narrowed, and he took a sip of his drink. “How?” he asked.

“It’s your idea.” I sipped my drink to mirror Dagger.

“What idea?” Dagger frowned at me.

“You said you’d love to get 5% kickbacks on all your states. Remember?”

“Right. Right. Yes, I always have good ideas like that.” Dagger grinned and folded his arms.

“Well, you already get 5% on all the PEEL products sold in Ohio. But what if you could get that same kickback on all the PEEL products in the other states where you own telemarketing offices?” I said. I held my breath and watched his reaction.

He leaned against the pool table, thinking for a moment. I could see the dollar signs in his eyes. “So, if you sell more PEEL products, I get more kickback money,” he said.

“Exactly,” I replied, trying not to let my excitement show. “And not only Ohio, but in all your offices in Illinois and the other states, too. I’ll handle the selling part, and you rake in the cash from all the kickbacks.”

“Well, that’s what I told you. You don’t need to rehash my ideas.” Dagger said. He seemed truly upset.

“Sorry, Dagger. I didn’t mean to steal credit from you,” I said.

Dagger was silent for a moment, stroking his chin. He resembled a predator offered a feast. “You know what, Timmy? I think I had a brilliant idea,” he said. He locked his eyes on mine. “I want you to sell PEEL in all my states.”

I had to hide my smirk. I had played him like a fiddle. “I’m glad you think so, Dagger,” I said, my voice steady. “You’ll be counting even more money on your next birthday. And the one after that.”

With that, we clinked our glasses together and continued our game of pool. I couldn’t help but think that I had won a far more important game, one that would finally give me the upper hand over Dagger.

It was one of the stranger birthdays I’d ever celebrated. I drove home that evening, thinking of all his cash, that he probably wouldn't report as income. I wondered what else Dagger was getting away with. It seemed like everything he did involved some sort of scam. I imagined Dagger cackling maniacally as he counted bags of ill-gotten cash on each of his future birthdays. I wondered if he’d ever get caught.

"Well, Dagger, I need to get home to clean up for your birthday dinner. I'll see you there tonight."

"Yes, an important dinner. See you and Candy there," Dagger said.


Chapter 61


The restaurant was impressive, with its shining chandeliers, soft jazz music, and well-dressed guests. The entrance bore an air of expectation, every new arrival scrutinized by the current patrons.

I fidgeted as I watched Dagger’s entourage approach. The restaurant’s maître d’ wore a carefully schooled expression, though a hint of dread flashed in his eyes as he recognized Dagger.

“Timmy.” Dagger’s voice echoed off the marbled walls. “Glad you could make it. But then again, you know better than to ignore me.” His laugh drew more stares.

Rita, looking stunning in her evening dress, smiled. “Hello, Tim. Thank you for coming.”

“Of course, Rita,” I said. My voice was calm, trying to infuse some warmth into the tense atmosphere. “Happy birthday, Dagger.”

Dagger’s mother-in-law, Sammie, stepped forward. “Such... lively places you choose, Dagger,” she said. She looked around, not used to fancy restaurants. Sammie would prefer a hot-dog cart.

One of Rita’s brothers, Jacob, nudged Sammie with his elbow, a playful smirk on his face. “Come on, Ma. At least the food is good, right?”

Sammie’s lips tightened. “It’s not about the food.”

Dagger’s two attorneys, dressed identically in sharp suits, exchanged amused glances. “Happy birthday, Dagger,” one of them said. His voice was barely audible over Dagger’s incessant laughter.

Before anyone else could speak, Dagger boomed, “Enough of this chit-chat. Let’s get seated. I’m starving.”

The maître d’, ever the professional, gestured gracefully. “This way, please.”

“Is everything okay?” I asked Rita. I had noticed the frown on her face.

She shook her head. “Just... keep him happy tonight, okay? For my sake.”

As we approached their table, Dagger’s voice only grew louder. “Ah, prime spot. Right in the middle. Everyone can see the birthday boy.”

A family at a nearby table exchanged uneasy glances, their quiet evening about to be interrupted. I caught the father’s eye, offering an apologetic smile. The man responded with a resigned nod.

“Sit, sit,” Dagger said. He pulled out a chair with an exaggerated flourish. “Let the festivities begin.”

Our group settled into our seats with a mix of resignation, amusement, and tension on our faces. Dagger set the scene for an evening that promised to be anything but ordinary.


Chapter 62


The diners filled the fancy restaurant with soft sounds of chatter. A pianist played Mozart. Crystal chandeliers cast a golden hue, making the white tablecloths almost gleam.

As we looked around the restaurant, the waitstaff approached with menus. Dagger wasted no time launching into one of his trademark monologues. He sat back, exuding an air of overconfidence, his boisterous voice ricocheting off the walls.

“You know,” he began, stabbing a finger into the air, “this isn’t any ordinary birthday for me. This marks another year I’ve dominated the world of real estate.” He leaned forward, a gleam in his eyes. “I’ve built an empire, brick by brick, building by building. Cities bow to the name Dagger.”

Rita shot a pleading look across the table at me, her eyes silently begging me to steer the conversation elsewhere. But Dagger was unstoppable.

“I’ve cornered markets most people don’t even understand. You think it’s easy buying up half of downtown?” He paused for a beat, not waiting for a response. “Of course, you don’t. But I’ve done it.”

I frowned. I knew it wasn’t true. After all, I was the man building and running Dagger’s business.

Sammie, clearly familiar with Dagger’s self-praising tirades, took a delicate sip of her water, her eyes rolling subtly. One attorney, perhaps out of professional obligation, tried to interject with a mild, “That’s truly—”

But Dagger cut him off. “And it’s not only real estate. No, no. I’m a shrewd negotiator, a master of the deal. People quake in their boots when they see me walk into a negotiation room.”

The surrounding people stopped eating and talking and focused their attention on us. I could hear soft murmurs, the word ‘Dagger’ repeated with a mix of awe and disdain.

Dagger’s voice took on an even more self-satisfied tone. “And stocks? Ha! I could give those Wall Street boys a run for their money any day. Just last month, I tripled my investment on a tech startup. And next? I’ve set my sights on oil wells. Why settle for land and stocks when you can own the world’s fuel?”

Rita’s youngest brother, Keith, who had been picking at his napkin, looked up, eyes wide. “Oil wells? Seriously?”

Dagger shot him a condescending smirk. “Why sound so surprised? Limitations are for the weak.”

A heavy, uncomfortable silence fell over the table as Dagger finished his spiel, his chest puffed up, awaiting the adulation he felt he deserved. The restaurant’s ambient noise slowly resumed, but the weight of his words hung thick in the air.

A petite woman at the table next to theirs delicately held her wineglass, taking a gentle sniff. As she inhaled, she briefly glanced towards Dagger, her nose wrinkling as though the scent of the wine had soured. Her companion, a man with slicked-back hair, whispered something in her ear. Her face adopted a pallor of distaste, her eyes darting towards Dagger, then quickly away.

Dagger seemed to thrive in the attention, whether overt or discreet. He leaned across the table, so close that I could see the tiny veins on his eyeballs. As Dagger spoke, his breath carried the heavy tang of garlic and red wine. “You remember the Henderson deal, Tim?” Dagger’s voice boomed, causing a few diners to flinch.


Chapter 63


Suddenly, a server arrived at the table. He was wearing a white shirt and black vest and had a practiced smile. The restaurant’s soft lighting made the laminated menus, filled with colorful pictures of dishes from around the world, shine.

“Good evening,” the server said. He smiled and addressed the table. “Our special tonight is a fusion dish — Thai-spiced salmon with a side of Mediterranean couscous. Shall I begin with drinks?”

Before anyone else could respond, Dagger’s finger was skimming over the menu with authority. “Never mind that,” he boomed. “Let’s get to the good stuff. I’ll have the lobster tail. And make sure it’s smothered in that buttery garlic cream sauce, like it says here.” He tapped the menu emphatically.

“And what would you like for the side dish?” the server asked. He had scrambled to grab his order pad and tried to catch up.

Dagger chuckled. “More main dishes. That was only the start. I’ll have the steak, medium rare. It better be perfection on a plate.”

“Of course, sir,” the server said. His demeanor was professional, though I noticed a faint crease of annoyance on his forehead.

“Dag, maybe we should—,” Rita said. But Dagger cut her off.

“Rita, let me handle this.” He turned his attention back to the server. “I’ll also have sides of grilled vegetables. And those potatoes smothered in cheese. Spare no expense for Dagger’s feast.”

The table was silent, a stark contrast to Dagger’s booming voice. Sammie frowned deeply, exchanging a concerned look with one of Rita’s brothers.

My discomfort grew with every word from Dagger’s mouth as he ordered two more main courses. The overindulgence gnawed at me. The price of Dagger’s meal alone could probably feed a family for a month. Trying to voice my concerns without setting Dagger off, I hesitated. “Dagger, your loud voice is drawing too much attention,” I said.

Dagger fixed me with a steely gaze. “Tim, when you’ve earned as much as I have, you’ll understand.”

Rita sighed, her fingers playing with her silverware. I felt a twinge of sympathy for her, trapped in the spectacle that Dagger was so gleefully creating. The server, sensing the tension, left to place the orders, leaving behind a table fraught with unsaid words and unease.

A young server trying to balance a tray full of glasses momentarily distracted my gaze. The poor boy’s hands trembled slightly, a drop of champagne spilling onto the plush carpet. Every time Dagger spoke, his eyes widened like a deer in headlights.

I tried to interject to calm the boisterous waves Dagger was creating, but he was relentless. A sly grin played on his lips, and he stretched lazily, his back arching like a predator waking from slumber.

A couple at a nearby table exchanged hushed words. The woman’s fingers nervously tapped the stem of her wineglass, her eyes darting back and forth between her companion and Dagger. Her partner had set his jaw firmly, and a muscle was twitching in his cheek.

Feeling the weight of eyes on him, Dagger twisted his gaze towards the couple. The woman’s fingers stilled instantly, her ruby-red lips parting in a silent gasp. Dagger’s lips curled into a smirk, his eyes never leaving hers, enjoying the flicker of terror that passed through them.

Dagger played with his fork as if he was thinking of using it as a weapon while looking at me. “It’s all about dominance, my friend. Either you’re the storm, or you’re the one getting drenched.” His laughter, as always, rang louder than the ambient music, causing a baby two tables away to startle and cry.

The restaurant’s atmosphere changed from elegant to tense as the night progressed, with Dagger at the center of it all.


Chapter 64


The evening proceeded with an ever-increasing tide of tension. Dagger’s loud stories, the untouched food, and the restlessness of the party peaked when the server placed the bill folder in front of him.

Without missing a beat, Dagger slid it across to me, the corners of his mouth tilting up in a smirk. “Your turn, Timmy.”

Puzzled, I opened the folder. My eyes widened in disbelief as I scanned the total of the numbers glaring back at me. “$1,248.47.”

“Dagger,” I said, “I was prepared to pay for my portion, but this... this is excessive.”

Dagger leaned in, his menacing voice a low rumble contrasting his earlier boisterousness. “Tim, I invited you here as my partner. You wouldn’t want to disappoint me on my birthday, now would you?”

I swallowed hard, trying to muster the courage. “This ain't right, Dagger. It’s not fair to spring this on me.”

The air grew thick, each moment stretching interminably. Rita, her eyes pleading, whispered to Dagger, “Let’s not make a scene. Not now.”

Ignoring her, Dagger’s face contorted in anger. “You want to play fair, Tim? How about this? Pay for this, or walk out of my businesses. It’s that simple.”

The threat hung heavily over me, my mind racing. So many times I wanted to leave Dagger, but I knew if I didn’t finish my lesson with him, then I'd have to start over with someone else. I felt comforted by the idea of my PEEL products taking over Dagger’s company and distributing profits fairly, even to cheated managers. Dagger wasn't smart enough to know I had gained control. I gave a resigned sigh and reached for my wallet.

Jacob, one of Rita’s brothers, mumbled, “This is messed up,” his eyes darting around the table, but no one dared intervene further.

Dagger stood, his voice regaining its prior volume. “Well, that was an eventful evening. Happy birthday to me.” He laughed, that familiar, unsettling mirth filling the room.

As they left, the restaurant watched with a mix of pity, disdain, and relief. The waitstaff was clearly relieved when the disruptive group left.

The grand entrance, which had felt so welcoming earlier, now seemed stifling. Dagger’s voice echoed one last time in the marble-clad space as they left, the ruckus of his departure in stark contrast to the dignity of the restaurant.

The weight of shame and humiliation pressed on my chest after being left to pay the bill.


Chapter 65


Ihad now established my position to prioritize PEEL products in all the states. I had fostered strong relationships with competent individuals, all of whom I had recruited and trained. This resulted in a united team of managers who valued my leadership and commitment. I knew if I asked them to lead all the sales pitches with PEEL products, they would be happy to do it for me. Unlike Dagger, I didn't rule with fear and intimidation. I had the good will of my managers. The first thing Wednesday morning, my first call was to Rudy, the Illinois state manager.

“Rudy, this is Tim.”

“Hi Tim, how’s it going down there?”

“Doing great. Did Dagger mention anything to you about new products?”

“Yeah, he told me you’d be calling.”

“My products are the top three sellers in Kentucky and Ohio. Imagine the possibilities if we work together to grow your business. I’ll visit your offices and pay bonuses so all of your salespeople are selling my products, increasing their sales and bonuses. I’ll give you two percent of all PEEL product sales in your state. Dagger only pays you three percent for running the entire state, right? “

Rudy’s voice was heavy with resignation and fatigue as he uttered the words, “Yeah, three percent. It doesn’t leave much after expenses.” His tone revealed the weight of responsibility and the frustration of not being able to make ends meet. The resignation in his voice was clear. He exhaled a long sigh.

“No, it doesn’t. Dagger is stingy. My payment to you will be pure profit. Put all of it in your bank account.”

“That’s great. Do you have incentives for the salespeople?”

“Each week, I’ll give a hundred dollars to the top 50 salespeople in your state. It’s on until further notice. And I'll pay the office managers 5% of their sales.”

“Those are some juicy incentives. How are the repeat sales?” With a measured and controlled voice, he spoke as if daring to believe in something. Yet his enthusiasm and excitement shined through in his words. Perhaps he had stumbled across a great opportunity that could help him make ends meet.

“They're great. When you make those follow-up calls, the number one product people ask for is our PEEL items. And we can’t blame them - they work well.”

“Hell, that’s good. I can’t wait. What do we do next?”

“My factory will ship products to your offices. Then I’ll come up and train your managers and salespeople. We’ll both take a tour of the offices.”

“That sounds like a plan.”

“And Rudy, another bonus for you. When seventy percent of your state sales are PEEL products, I’ll pay you three percent instead of two.”

“That’s a hell of a lot of incentive. Tim, you’ve done your best to keep me safe from Dagger and you got me promoted. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. I’ll do everything I can for you.” He talked with a mix of gratitude and admiration, almost reverence, for this opportunity. His tone was so filled with heartfelt appreciation that the emotion seemed to crackle and sparkle over the phone line. He sounded like he could see the light at the end. He spoke with a renewed confidence.

“Thank you Rudy. I appreciate that. You’ll see me on Thursday.” I hung up the phone. Rudy and I had a good relationship. I felt good knowing I could provide him with incentives to sell my products. He would do a great job. And I knew he'd reach that 70% goal. Dagger cheated me out of half the business, but now I was taking 70% away from him. Once Illinois was moving along, I got Michigan trained.

My loyal managers sold the products like hotcakes. Their faces lit up when each sale came in, and their enthusiasm and energy impressed me. With ease and enthusiasm, they went from one telemarketer to another, inspiring the entire salesroom. They loved the customer’s positive reactions.

My factory workers were kicking ass. They were producing and shipping products on time. Besides Wesley’s pay as sales manager, he seemed happy to be managing the factory and that both of his sons had stable jobs. He exuded a proud, stoic air in his demeanor, standing tall and proud. Watching his two sons at their jobs, he appeared as if he'd burst with pride.

Now, I’d have profits from every office in every state - except Dale’s. I'd reverse the damage Dagger inflicted on our hard-working people. Dagger was powerless to stop me.

Eighty percent of the sales in Kentucky were my PEEL products. The five percent that Dagger pirated from me on light bulbs no longer hurt. PEEL made 9% profit in other states, even after paying bonuses and kickbacks. The profit helped heal Dagger’s financial damage to managers in four states.


Chapter 66


The park had a peaceful atmosphere, but tension arose during Candy’s ‘reading’. A woman, who appeared weary, settled on a nearby bench, releasing her five-year-old to play. She slouched forward, her anxiety clear. After a deliberate pause, Candy addressed her.

“I sense you’re grappling with something overwhelming,” Candy said. She used that sweet voice that helped her gain trust.

The woman straightened up, her eyes widening in surprise. “How could you possibly know that?”

Candy tilted her head, her lips curling into a knowing smile. “Sometimes, one can feel the weight someone else is carrying. It seems like you’re at a crossroads, but fear holds you back.”

The woman gasped, her hand instinctively touching her chest. “It’s like you’re peering straight into my soul. My name’s Jordi, by the way.”

“Hi Jordi. I’m Candy. And yes, I can see into your soul.” Candy took both of her hands and looked her in the eyes.

From my vantage point, I seethed, waiting for Candy to admit it was a parlor trick. But she didn’t. She let Jordi believe. Redirecting my focus, I tried to engage with our kids on the playground, but my thoughts kept drifting back to the fraudulent scene unfolding.

Later, as our car pulled out of the park, a thick tension filled the space between Candy and me. Several minutes of strained silence passed before I finally burst.

“Candy, you made me a promise. When I taught you those tricks, you vowed to always clarify that it was only an act, not some mystical power.”

Candy glanced at me, her defense rising. “I told her, Tim. You were too busy with the kids to hear.”

“I didn’t hear you say that. You let her continue, thinking you had psychic abilities.”

“I swear I told her. You were playing with the kids on the playground when I did.”

“That’s not the point. People should know upfront, it’s only for fun. Don’t you think it will hurt her feelings to tell her that afterwords? We’ve seen the damage caused when people are led down false paths of hope, especially in the name of religion. Remember how we were swamped with crazy calls in Denver because Sheena helped me with a few answers? It becomes too easy to deceive people and control them. It’s dangerous.”

“I told her.” Rolling her eyes, Candy folded her arms. “I’m trying to help them. I won’t give them bad advice.”

“I see. So you’re perfect now?”

“I’m trying to help them.”

“The point is, you need to be transparent, Candy,” I said. “You can’t play with people’s emotions like that. Don’t ask me to teach you anymore about being a psychic. I won’t do it. ”

She frowned, looking away. I could see her grappling with the weight of my words.

“Remember,” I said, “you have that reading session next Saturday. Be clear from the start or I’ll ensure everyone knows it’s only a show.”

She shot me a glare but relented after a moment. “Fine. I’ll tell them.”

“I want to hear you tell them,” I said.

“Fine.”

On Saturday, our family room became a mystical chamber with soft lights and music. Candy’s friends filled the room, eager for their readings. But before things could start, Candy made her confession.

“Just so everyone’s clear,” she said, “tonight’s all in good fun. I’m not psychic. It’s a skill, a trick.”

Satisfied, I ushered the kids outside, leaving Candy to her ‘mystical’ evening. It was clear she loved the spotlight, and I hoped this newfound transparency wouldn’t dampen her spirits. Truth takes precedence.


Chapter 67


Working under Dagger was like constantly teetering on the edge of a cliff. It was a high-wire act, and one never knew when the next gust of his volatile temper would send us hurtling into the abyss. Dagger’s constant outbursts created a suffocating atmosphere of fear every day. His unpredictable temper and knack for instilling fear in others left us trapped in a perpetual cycle of trying to appease a raging tyrant. The company’s morale was sinking like a ship taking on water, burdened by the weight of Dagger’s hostility.

On our next close-out meeting, Dagger nonchalantly mentioned an upcoming vacation to Hawaii. It was as if the heavens had parted and a ray of hope shone through. As the words slipped from his mouth, I could feel relief engulfing my body.

The day of Dagger’s departure dawned, and it felt like a long-awaited sigh of relief. The offices were buzzing with an air of freedom and anticipation. As he left, Dagger’s parting words said he expected everything to go to hell without his presence. But he was wrong; he didn’t know that his departure would prove to be the catalyst that brought our collective strength to the fore.

With Dagger no longer lurking over our shoulders, or calling on the phone, the atmosphere underwent a transformation. Salespeople who had been subdued by his constant browbeating suddenly found their spirits invigorated. The breaking of a dam unleashed a deluge of creativity and productivity that was pent up for far too long. The offices were abuzz with energy and excitement.

Just as we were savoring our newfound freedom, Dagger called me from Hawaii. His voice, tinged with a metallic edge, crackled through the phone line. My heart raced, bracing myself for his typically critical comments.

“Tim, what’s the state of sales?” he demanded, his tone still commanding, even from thousands of miles away.

Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself and focused on the positive developments. “Dagger, you’ll be pleased to hear that sales have shot up by 30% since you left. The team has truly risen to the occasion in your absence.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, followed by a voice dripping with skepticism. “Thirty percent? What tricks did you resort to for that to happen?”

I had to purse my lips to not tell him it was because the one who tormented the salespeople was in Hawaii. Instead, I chose my words carefully. “It’s simply a testament to the foundation you’ve laid for the business. We’re reaping the rewards of that groundwork,” I said. It took tremendous self-control to keep my voice steady. That seemed to placate him.

As Dagger continued to revel in his vacation, another challenge arose. The scheduled payday had arrived, but the company’s payroll had not. Panic swept through me. I knew I couldn’t count on Dagger for a swift solution.

The next time Dagger called to check in, I steeled myself for his expected demands. “Dagger, sales are going well, but there’s an issue. We haven’t received the money for payroll.”

With characteristic indifference, Dagger replied, “Deal with it yourself, Tim. I have no interest in such trivial matters.”

“Dagger, it’s your responsibility to handle the payroll. I can’t cover the company’s obligations,” I said. I spoke from my diaphragm, hoping to keep my voice firm. Dagger said nothing and abruptly hung up.

Three agonizing days passed, marked by increasing worry and uncertainty. Finally, like a lifeline thrown to a drowning sailor, Dagger sent the payroll. Relief surged through me, tempered by frustration at his blatant disregard for our welfare.

Four weeks after Dagger had left for his tropical sojourn, he returned to the office, his demeanor oozing with unwarranted confidence. “Now that I’m back, sales will undoubtedly surge even higher,” he said. He was blind to the healing that his absence had inadvertently fostered.

Predictably, the opposite transpired. Sales plummeted as if Dagger had cast them off a cliff. Managers found themselves on the receiving end of scalding phone calls from Dagger, who blamed them for the sudden decline. The toxic cloud that we had briefly escaped now returned, stifling our progress and smothering our spirits.


Chapter 68


Returning home from work, I entered the kitchen, seeing Candy sitting with Sharon at the table. They were cackling like hyenas over something. “Hey everybody,” I said. They both wheeled around to face me. “Oh my God, you won’t believe it. Candy is psychic,” Sharon said. She waved at Candy and then grasped Candy’s face.

“Oh, really?” I said. I narrowed my eyes at Candy, who suddenly seemed to be too interested in her fingernails to meet my gaze. “Yes, she guessed thirty times which hand a coin was in without missing once! If that’s not psychic, then I don’t know what is,” Sharon said. Candy shrugged nonchalantly and glanced up at me with a smug grin.

“Sharon, that’s only a trick. Anybody can do that,” I said. I gritted my teeth as I spoke.

“No, it’s not, I’m psychic,” Candy said.

“Candy, I showed you how to do that trick. It’s a game for friends. You can’t tell people you’re a psychic.”

“Well, everyone thinks you’re psychic,” Candy said. She cocked her head and frowned at me. “They should know I’m psychic, too.”

“I'm NOT psychic,” I said.

“You know things sometimes that you can’t know unless you’re psychic.” Candy folded her arms across her chest and scowled at me.

I shook my head and marched out onto the patio to cool off. When Sharon and the others had left, I returned inside.

“Candy, you can’t be telling people you’re psychic. You’re not,” I said.

“It’s for fun. Sharon got a real big kick out of it.”

“Fine, but you still can’t tell them you’re psychic because you’re not.” I looked at her with a frown before taking a deep breath to calm down. “Sheena tells me things sometimes, but that doesn’t make me a psychic.”

“It doesn’t matter. People love the idea of psychics. It’s fun. Why not give them something to be amazed about?” Candy said. Her voice rose in volume.

“Well, that’s misleading, Candy. It’s not right to deceive people.”

Candy sat down on the couch, looking reflective. “You know, Tim, it’s not so much about deceiving. It’s about... giving people hope, making them feel good.”

I sat down next to her, trying to understand her perspective. “But it’s false hope, isn’t it?”

“Maybe. Or maybe there're things we don’t understand. Maybe I really am psychic,” she mused, staring off into the distance. "Actually, I think being pregnant has made me psychic. I feel something different."

“Okay, do a reading on me then.”

Candy looked at me, taken aback. She opened her mouth, then closed it, clearly at a loss for words.

“Come on, Candy,” I pushed further, leaning forward on the couch. “If you’re truly psychic, then do a reading on me. Tell me something about my future. And don’t use the Rainbow Ruse that I taught you, because that’s not being psychic. That’s a trick like the coin trick. ”

Candy shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Tim, it’s not that simple. I can’t ‘do’ a reading on command.”

“Why not? If you truly believe you have this ability, then show me,” I said.

She looked into my eyes. She puffed. “It’s not like turning on a switch, Tim. It doesn’t always work that way.”

“So, it only works when you’re playing coin tricks with Sharon?”

Her face flushed a deep shade of red. “That’s not fair. You know, that was only a game!”

“Then admit it was a game, and stop this talk about being psychic,” I said.

Candy’s face turned from anger to sadness, her eyes glistening with tears. “You don’t get it, do you? It’s not about the coin or even the psychic thing. It’s about feeling special, feeling like I have something unique.”

I sighed, feeling a pang of guilt for pushing her so hard. “Candy, I understand, wanting to feel special. But this isn’t the way.”

Without another word, she got up and rushed to the back door, letting it slam behind her as she went outside. I sat there for a moment, listening to the distant sounds of the evening and questioning whether I had been too harsh.


Chapter 69


Ihesitated for a moment, then slowly made my way to the back door. Stepping out, the cool evening air greeted me. The sight of Candy sitting on the patio chair with her face buried in her hands made me feel sad for her. Her shoulders shook gently, and I could hear the muffled sobs she tried to suppress.

I approached quietly, sitting down beside her. The silence between us was thick. Several minutes passed before I found my voice. “Candy, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so harsh.”

She looked up, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Tim, there’s something I haven’t told you.”

I waited, giving her the space to speak. She took a shaky breath. “Ever since I found out I was pregnant, I’ve felt... different. Not only physically, but emotionally, spiritually, even. I feel connected like I’ve never felt before.”

I looked into her eyes, searching for understanding. “Are you saying that...?”

She nodded. “I’m sure this pregnancy has awakened something in me. Maybe it’s hormones, but I feel like I’ve gained some sort of psychic ability.”

She took me by surprise. The notion of her having real psychic powers was hard to fathom, but seeing her so earnest made me want to understand. “Okay,” I said. I took a deep breath. “Why don’t you show me how you start a reading with someone?”

Candy looked surprised, but also relieved. Wiping away her remaining tears, she took my hands into hers and closed her eyes. For a moment, everything was silent. The weight of the evening’s events and our shared vulnerability hung in the air as Candy prepared to give me a glimpse into her newfound world.

Candy took a deep breath, focusing her attention on me. “Okay, Tim,” she started, her voice soft. “I sense that sometimes you feel happy, like everything is going just right. But other times, maybe when you’re alone, you feel sad or unsure about things.”

I blinked, the simplistic nature of her words echoing sentiments I had indeed felt.

“And there are moments,” she continued, “where you’re super confident, like you can do anything. But sometimes, deep down, you also worry if you’re doing things right or if people like you.”

She paused, waiting for my reaction, her eyes searching mine for a sign of recognition. It was a rainbow ruse, as I had taught her: a statement so universally true that anyone could find some aspect of themselves in it. Yet, the simple way she framed it made it feel so personal.

I hesitated for a moment, not wanting to upset Candy further, especially given her emotional state. Taking a deep breath, I gently said, “Candy, what you said, it’s true for many people. That’s what the rainbow ruse is all about.”

She looked at me, puzzled. “What do you mean?”

“Like I showed you, it’s when you give two opposite characteristics. Like saying someone is both happy and sad or confident and unsure. Most people, at different times, will feel both things. So when you say it, it feels personal and accurate,” I said. I smiled at her.

Candy’s eyes filled with determination. “But Tim, I wasn’t trying to do that. I felt that about you. I thought I was reading your feelings.”

I placed a hand on her arm. “I know you believe that, Candy. And I don’t doubt that you felt something. But the rainbow ruse sounds true for almost anyone. That’s why it’s such a powerful tool.”

“But I wasn’t trying to trick you!” Candy’s voice trembled with emotion.

“I know,” I said. I paused. “The mind is a powerful thing, and sometimes it can make us believe we’re sensing things we’re not.”

Candy looked down, deep in thought, as she processed everything. Her desire to believe in her newfound ‘abilities’ was clear.

I sighed, looking at the raw emotion in Candy’s eyes. “You know what, Candy? Maybe I’m being too cynical. There’s a lot in this world we don’t understand, and maybe... just maybe, there’s something you’re picking up on that I can’t.”

Candy looked at me, searching for sincerity in my eyes. “Really? You think there might be something to it?”

I nodded. “I think everyone has their own unique gifts and insights. Maybe since becoming pregnant, you’ve become more intuitive. I still think what you described is the rainbow ruse, but people can go through changes and improve their senses.”

She sniffled, wiping away her tears, and gave me a small smile. “Thank you for being open-minded, Tim. That means a lot to me.”

I gave her a hug. Even though I knew she wasn't psychic, I wanted her to be happy. I wouldn’t push the matter any further. The kids needed a peaceful home. If I tried to convince Candy she was wrong, we’d have no peace.


Chapter 70


He was at the intersection of Karl and Morse road. He had the standard raggedy clothes and stood holding his sign but looking at the ground. I pulled my car over and got out. The man held his sign toward me. “Will work for food” scratched with magic marker on cardboard.

“Hello there. What’s your name?” I asked.

“Bob,” he said.

“It’s quite a coincidence that Bob is the name of everyone working these corners. Anyway, I was going to give you a job. But someone has already offered you work and will be back later to get you. Right?”

“Yes, sir.” Bob looked confused. “How did you know that?”

“I’m a good guesser.”

I looked around and noticed the intersection of Karl and Morse Road was bustling with activity. Cars flew by, braking when necessary. People were walking in various directions and stopping to look into store windows. The stores were like a dream, with bright colors, neon ads, and loud music to draw people in. I scouted for Bob’s vehicle. I didn’t see any.

“Hey Bob, how did you get here today?”

“I took a bus.”

“This ain't on a bus route. Seriously, though. How did you get here, Bob?”

“I walked.”

“From where? There're no houses around here.”

Bob shrugged his backpack off one shoulder and turned away from me to hold the sign to the passing cars. He was probably thinking I'd go away. But I didn’t. I stood there watching for 10 minutes, in which Bob got three donations. They were all paper money and at least one was a five-dollar bill. Bob could make $150 per day. I suspected it was more than that.

A man stopped and handed Bob a $20 bill. “Buy some new clothes or eat something that will fill your stomach more than fast food from the gas station,” he said.

Bob accepted the money without another word, tucking it away in his pocket with a solemn nod of his head.

Despite being overwhelmed by the hustle and bustle of the intersection, I understood why Bob had chosen this spot and realized why a man would choose to beg. Seeing a steady stream of people pass by gave Bob hope he could always make money. Further, begging required no overhead costs or special qualifications. Except the beggar training seminar at the Mariott.

“Hey Bob, how much money do you make doing this?” I asked.

“Just pocket change.” He shrugged, not looking at me.

“I don’t believe you. I think you make more than pocket change. In fact, I think you could make up to $150 per day.”

Bob finally looked at me then, his expression unreadable. “And how do you know that?”

“I just do. Will you tell me the truth?”

Bob sighed and turned away.

“Well Bob, I’ve been here 15 minutes and the other employer hasn’t shown up. I got work for you. I’ll give you food in advance and cash after we finish. What you say we go?”

“Well, I have a bad back.”

“Yeah, all you Bob’s working these corners have a bad back. Perhaps you all got into a car accident on your way to the Marriott for your beggar training,” I said. Bob squinted at me. I gave him an innocent smile. He shook his head and went back to his begging.

“Hey Bob, what time did you get here today?”

“Why do you need to know?”

“I’m interested in your life. I’m curious who will work for food. So, what time did you arrive?”

“About 8 am.”

“It’s about 2 o’clock now.” I lifted my wrist to look at my watch. “So my guess is by now you’ve made about $100. am I correct?”

“Sir, I don’t know what you want,” Bob said. He stepped a few feet further away from me.

“I want to know how much you made. I’m curious. What do you do with the money? Do you save it? Spend it? What? Tell me about it?” I asked.

Bob said nothing.

“I’m curious, Bob. Do you have children?”

“No, I don’t have children.” Bob kicked the dirt and looked away.

“Are you married, Bob?”

“I’m not married, and why do you want to know?"

“Because you intrigue me. Where do you live, Bob?”

“Can't you see I’m homeless?”

“Well no. You could live in a high-class apartment for all I know. Where do you sleep at night?”

Bob said nothing. I asked again, "Bob, where do you sleep at night?"

“I sleep under a bridge.”

“Do you have any family, Bob?”

“No, I don’t have any family.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Bob. Do you have any friends?”

“Yes, I have a few friends.”

“That’s good, Bob. I’m glad you have friends. Do you have a job?”

“No, I don’t have a job.”

“Do you want a job? Will you work for food?”

“Sir, please leave me alone.” Bob walked further away from me.

I was going to get nothing else from Bob. I backed away from Bob, got into my car, and gave him a small wave before pulling away. As I looked at Bob through my rearview mirror, he looked back, solemn and tired, still begging for money.


Chapter 71


The sun was setting as I pulled into the Motel 6 in St. Matthews, Kentucky. The gravel crunched under my tires as I found a parking spot close to my assigned room. It wasn’t a fancy place, but it was all I needed for the night, given I was here mainly to meet with the night shift at the office.

Stretching out after the long drive, I took in a lungful of the crisp Kentucky air. I retrieved my duffel bag from the trunk and headed to my room. It was simple but equipped with essentials: a bed, a TV, a desk, and an attached bathroom.

Once I got comfortable, I figured I’d give Candy a call to see how she and the kids were doing. I had barely managed a “Hey, it’s me” after she answered, when she cut me off.

“I’m psychic, you know. You can’t fool me. I know you have women in your room. You’re cheating on me,” she said.

I blinked in disbelief, looking around the empty room. “Candy, I’ve checked in and thought I’d call you first. I’m alone. Please, let’s not do this.”

But she was on a roll, speaking in a high-pitched tone. “Three women, all blonde. That’s what I see.”

I rubbed my temples, trying to remain calm. “Candy, I’ve never been unfaithful. And if you remember, you’re the one that has cheated. Many times. This ain't about any psychic abilities; it’s about trust.” There was a heavy pause, and I could sense the old resentments bubbling to the surface.

Her voice shook as she spoke. “I see them, Tim. I do.”

Feeling both frustrated and tired, I sat on the bed and exhaled. “You know, Candy, considering how you have always refused sex for me, except the brief time you wanted to get pregnant, maybe I should find some company.”

“You always doubt everything I say, Tim. Do you have any idea how it feels to have your own husband constantly undermine and belittle your beliefs?” Candy’s voice was rising with every word.

I took a deep breath. “Candy, it’s not about doubting you, it’s about understanding each other. You didn’t deny the past, but you’re upset I brought it up. I want honesty.”

“You’re bringing up the past because you’re upset that I’m a psychic now. Just because I made mistakes in the past doesn’t give you the right to throw them in my face every time you get mad at me. And as for always wanting sex, maybe if you were more understanding and less demanding, things would be different. It’s not always about your needs, Tim.”

The intensity of her words shocked me. It felt like there were years of pent-up emotions and resentments pouring out of her. I took a moment, trying to find the right words. “Candy, if you truly had psychic abilities, they’d tell you the truth. Look, I’m alone in this room. No women, no blondes, only me. Your ‘powers’ are clearly off today.”

Candy hung up. I headed to the office to review the night shift. At least the salespeople loved me.


Chapter 72


On Friday, I walked into the Scotch and Soda Lounge. Dagger had insisted I meet him there. Before I could even glance around, a series of booming sounds drew my attention. Laughter, loud conversation, and the unmistakable voice of Dagger, echoing through the bar like a clap of thunder.

“To Dagger, the future father.” I saw the group toasting Dagger. Trying to push down my discomfort, I made my way to the table where Dagger sat. He was grinning widely, clearly enjoying the attention. When his gaze landed on me, his smile grew even wider, if that were possible.

“Tim!” Dagger said. Several people nearby looked over with annoyed expressions. “Glad you finally made it.”

“Dagger, good to see you. What’s the celebration about?” I asked.

Dagger’s chest puffed up. “Rita’s pregnant,” he said. Again, everyone turned to look at Dagger. “After years of trying, it finally happened.”

I blinked, processing the information. “That’s great news, Dagger. Congratulations.” I reached out to shake his hand.

Dagger leaned back in his chair. “It better be a boy. I don’t need another girl.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I paused, unsure of how to respond. “Every child is precious, Dagger, boy or girl.”

Dagger laughed, his voice filling the room. “Said like a man who already has a son.”

Still, I raised my glass. “To a healthy baby,” I said.

The crowd near us joined in, shouting, “To the baby!” The restaurant filled with the sound of clinking glasses.

As the noise settled, I looked around the table, but I didn’t see Rita. “Where’s Rita?” I asked.

Dagger shrugged, his attention already moving on to the next toast, the next joke. “At home, probably. You know how it is.”

But I didn’t know how it was.


Chapter 73


The air was heavy with an oppressive silence, like the calm before a storm. Candy and I were sound asleep when the ear-piercing crash jerked me awake. It disoriented me for a moment, struggling to make sense of the harsh, discorded sounds that followed. The noise was like a beast tearing through our walls, a monstrous clash of thunder. I heard metal screeching, glass shattering, and what seemed like an explosion.. I looked over at Candy; she was still sleeping, seemingly undisturbed by the chaos outside our window.

Leaping out of bed, I rushed to the window and threw back the curtains. The scene outside was like a snapshot from a war zone. It transformed the once peaceful street into a tableau of destruction. The car was a mangled wreck, wrapped around a giant oak tree, its twisted metal frame contorted as if in agony. Thick, oily smoke billowed up from the burning wreckage, engulfing the night sky like a malevolent cloud. Debris lay scattered across the road, a trail of metal fragments that glittered in the moonlight like deadly confetti. A lifeless figure sprawled on the roadside under a streetlight.

I didn’t think. I ran. Barefoot, I sprinted out the door, my heart pounding in my chest, trying to reach whoever was out there. But everything stopped. The world fell silent, the air cold, and the street empty. All the figures, cars, the giant oak tree, and wreckage disappeared as if something erased them from existence. But the harsh smell of gasoline and burning plastic still lingered, as if to mock me.

Uneasy, I turned back and entered the house. The atmosphere felt different, charged with tension. I followed the faint whimpering that seemed to float through the stairway and found Candy still on the bed, her body shaking uncontrollably. Her tearful eyes met mine, and she whispered hoarsely.

“I died, Tim. I saw it all. The crash, the fire, the pain. It felt so real, like I lived it.”

I held her tightly, feeling her shuddering sobs, trying to calm her down. She clung to me, her grip so strong it was almost painful, as if she were afraid she’d slip away into that nightmarish vision again.

“I’m here, Candy. It’s okay, you’re safe,” I said. I brushed a strand of hair from her face.

Her eyes held an unshakable fear that seemed to have carved into her soul. And I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was terribly wrong.

I got into bed but had a hard time falling asleep. Who were those people in the car? Was Candy going to be killed in a car crash? I became exhausted from worry and fell asleep.


Chapter 74


The soft hum of the ceiling fan punctuated the morning stillness above when the unexpected vibration of my phone on the bedside table jolted me awake. Groggily, I reached for it, brushing aside the tangled sheets. “It’s Dagger,” Sheena said. As soon as Sheena told me it was Dagger, my senses heightened instantly.

“Timmy,” Dagger began, his tone unnaturally cold, almost distant, “I’ve got some news that you might want to sit down for. It’s about Tammy.”

There was a pause that felt like an eternity. My mind raced, fear building up in my chest. “What’s happened?”

“She’s gone,” Dagger said. No emotion came from his voice. “Killed in a car accident last night.”

I felt the breath get sucked out of me, the weight of the words pressing down hard. “Was... was Dale with her?” I asked. My voice was barely a whisper.

Dagger’s voice lacked any semblance of empathy. “No. Dale called me. He's really torn up. Tammy took that flashy sports car he gave her for her last month. They believe that both she and the guy she picked up at the bar were drunk. They smashed into a gigantic oak tree, speeding at around 80 mph. The wreckage was all over the place. The guy she was with was thrown yards away from the crash site, while Tammy... well, she was trapped inside.” He relayed the events in such a clinical manner; it was almost grotesque.

I felt my vision blur as a tidal wave of emotions hit me. “God, that’s...I can’t even imagine. And Dale?”

Dagger sighed. Like an irritated sigh. “He’s all broken up, of course. But life moves on, doesn’t it?”

My mind raced to their family connections. “You remember that Kim, from our Toledo branch, is Tammy’s sister, don’t you?” I had a hard time speaking, about to cry.

“I’m aware,” Dagger said.

“She needs time, Dagger. Time to grieve.”

“I suppose she can take the day of the funeral off, but her sales better not dip. I won’t accept any slacking.”

His audacity left me speechless. His dismissal of a tragic situation was bone-chilling. Without a further word, he hung up.

Numb, I placed the phone down, feeling its weight magnify tenfold in my hand. I looked at Candy, who was still sleeping peacefully. I gently nudged her awake, taking a deep breath before I began.

When the tragic tale unfolded, her face transformed from peaceful slumber to shock, then to a haunting sorrow. Tears welled up, spilling uncontrollably down her cheeks. Her voice quivered with heartbreak as she repeated Tammy’s name, “Oh, Tammy... Why? This can’t be real.”

I had no words to console her; I could only hold her. Candy was hurting so much, and so was I. My throat was tight with unshed tears as I felt her pain and shared in her grief. Together, we sat on the bed, trying to absorb the magnitude of the loss, the abruptness of life’s twists and turns.


Chapter 75


The family held Tammy's funeral in their hometown church in Wapakoneta. It shrouded the town in a heavy atmosphere, with gray skies and light rain falling in sync. The heavens seemed to mourn with us. Candy had been close to Tammy, and her grief was immense. My kids and I were by her side, trying our best to console her.

My family and I arrived at the church to find Dagger, Rita, and Sammie already there, all dressed somberly in black. Seeing Dagger and Dale made me feel conflicted, but Dale's lonely presence in the front pew evoked my sympathy.

I looked over at Dale. His eyes were red from crying, and he looked physically drained. My heart went out to him. I had a sinking feeling that, somehow; I had played a role in the tragic accident that took Tammy away.

The minister began the service with a gentle recounting of Tammy’s life, highlighting her childhood and her passions. A slideshow displayed on a screen behind the altar showed Tammy in her cheerleading outfit, laughing with her friends and playing with her family. Those who spoke about her shared heartwarming anecdotes and humorous stories, but everyone was fighting back tears.

After the eulogy, the church choir sang a moving rendition of “Amazing Grace,” their voices echoing through the halls of the church. The congregation, with bowed heads and tearful eyes, slowly made their way past the casket to say their last goodbyes to Tammy. I watched this solemn procession, feeling the weight of their grief.

We then made our way outside to the cemetery for the graveside ceremony. Tammy's departure was sudden, and we were all unprepared to bid her farewell. Dale left the grave with a bowed head and sagging shoulders, weighed down by his sorrow.

At the reception in the church basement, the mourners gathered to share a meal and offer condolences to Tammy’s family. Everyone took turns hugging Dale, their faces somber, trying to offer some comfort. It was heartbreaking to see him so crushed by grief. I took my family home soon after, and I could tell that Candy was struggling. That night, I held her as she cried, her body wracked with sobs.

After she fell asleep, I lay in the dark, feeling lost. I thought about Dale and the overwhelming loss he must be experiencing. The thought that I was involved in this haunted me as I fell asleep.


Chapter 76


[image: image-placeholder]

I sat atop the old barn, gazing at the stars with Sheena beside me. The night was eerily still, a stark contrast to the tumultuous storms that had tormented me recently. I couldn’t help but notice the absence of the storm that had been present every night since my conflict with Dale began.

“Sheena, why isn’t there a storm tonight?”

She looked up at the sky and frowned. “Perhaps the storm has been satisfied.”

“Do you think Tammy’s death has something to do with it?” I asked.

Sheena folded her arms and sighed. “I cannot know for sure. But I have seen storms like this one before. The quiet doesn’t mean it won’t return.”

I stared at the sky, my thoughts tumbling over each other. “When I returned Dale’s energy to him, I saw its effects almost immediately,” I said. “He fell ill, and the doctors couldn’t explain it, suggesting it might be psychological. I’ve heard sirens wailing outside my window at night, even heard a car crash and a man crying that sounded like Dale. I feared Candy might be in danger, but Tammy was the one who got killed. Do you think sending the negative energy back to him caused all this?”

Sheena sighed heavily. “Evil energy can be unpredictable. It has a mind of its own, attacking whomever it wishes. Your violet egg shields you and your family, but the energy you send back can have unintended consequences.”

I looked down at my hands. “Is this all my fault?”

Sheena took my hand, her eyes meeting mine. “You were only defending yourself and your family. Remember that. But bouncing the energy into space would have been safer. You tried, I know. And you can still try to make peace with Dale, if that’s what you wish.”

“I want to make peace. Maybe now, with Tammy gone, he’ll be more open to it.”

Sheena nodded. “Dale is hurting, and he may lash out in his pain. Be prepared for that. But remember that peace is possible.”

The silence stretched between us, broken only by the whisper of the wind. My thoughts drifted to Sheena’s past. “Did you have a family, Sheena?”

She seemed to ponder my question for a while before answering softly. “I did. They’re in a better place now.”

We sat in silence, both lost in our thoughts, looking up at the stars. I wondered what Sheena’s life had been like, what her family had meant to her. “Sheena, when I die, will I still visit with you?”

She nodded again, and we both looked up at the stars once more. The night was breathtakingly beautiful, and despite all the pain and turmoil, I had an overwhelming sense of peace. Somehow, I knew everything would be okay.
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Chapter 77


Isat down on the couch, phone in hand, and steeled myself to make the call. I’d decided it was time to speak to Dale and try to find some common ground. I felt certain that our conflict was causing his illness, and I feared it had also been responsible for Tammy’s death. I had tried reaching out to him at Dagger’s house, but that wasn’t an option now. My fingers shook as I dialed his number, half-expecting him to be too distraught to answer. However, to my surprise, he picked up.

“Dale, it’s Tim,” I said. My voice was a little more tense than I’d intended.

“What do you want?” Dale said. His words were short.

“I know you’ve been through a lot, Dale,” I said. I tried to keep my voice steady. “You lost Tammy, and you’ve been unwell. I want to help.”

“I don’t want your help.” Anger was clear in his voice, but it was weak, strained. I could tell he was at a low point.

“Could I take you out for dinner?” I asked. “I’m trying to extend an olive branch, Dale. We can talk, maybe work through this.”

“I don’t want to be anywhere near you,” Dale said. He raised his voice and gritted his teeth. “Just leave me alone.”

“Dale, please, something ain't right between us. It’s affecting your health, and it may have even played a role in Tammy’s death.”

“Don’t you dare bring her name into this!” Dale’s voice increased in volume.

“I’m sorry, Dale. I didn’t mean to upset you. But I’m trying to prevent further pain for both of us.”

“Is this a voodoo threat? Did you use voodoo on Tammy?” he asked. His voice shook.

“No, Dale, I wouldn't harm anybody, and I certainly don’t practice voodoo.”

“I don’t want your voodoo anywhere near me.”

“Dale, I can assure you I’m not involved in any voodoo practices.” I let out a puff of air and paused. “All I want is to make amends, to stop this cycle of pain and misfortune. Please believe me.”

He was quiet for a moment, then whispered, his voice trembling, “How can I be sure you’re not the one causing all of this? How can all these bad things be happening if you’re not using voodoo?”

“I don’t know how to convince you I’m not using voodoo. But I’m not. I promise. Dale, I’m worried about you. Whenever we’re at odds, your energy attacks me, and I have to return it. Every time I do, you fall ill. This ain't a coincidence. When we had a truce, you got better. I want to bring peace between us.”

“You sound like a crazy person,” he said. “Just stop whatever it is you’re doing.” And with that, he hung up the phone.

I sighed heavily and put down the phone. I knew he wouldn’t believe me, but I had hoped he'd at least listen. The anger and fear in his voice were insane. He was scared and defensive, and I couldn’t blame him. If only he could see that I wanted to end this as much as he did.


Chapter 78


The comforting darkness of the night surrounded our room. I was lost in a dream, hearing the distant echoes of the sea, when I felt a nudge. Candy’s voice, tinged with urgency, cut through my drowsiness.

“Tim...Tim, wake up! My water broke.”

I bolted upright, my heart racing, trying to process her words. “What? Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” she said. “You'd be too. We need to get to the hospital. Now.”

Without hesitation, I jumped out of bed. “All right, I’ll get Colin and Sapphire ready. Just... try to stay calm.”

“Easier said than done,” Candy said. She attempted a weak smile.

I dashed into the kids’ room, flicking on the lights. “Hey, kiddos, wake up. We’ve got a big day ahead.”

Colin, rubbing his eyes, mumbled, “Is it time for the baby?”

“Yes, champ,” I said. I pulled open his dresser drawer and pulled clothes out.

I helped Sapphire and Colin get dressed, feeling the weight of every second passing by.

As we left their room, I could hear Candy in the hallway, her breathing heavy. “Got the go-bags from the closet, Tim. Just... help me out.”

I grabbed the bags, doing a quick mental checklist of everything we might need. “All right, everyone, let’s move. Baby’s on the way.”

Candy clutched my arm as we headed out, the reality of the moment washing over all of us.

The night air was cool, the sky an inky black canvas punctuated by the occasional star. We rushed to the hospital, and the usually quiet hum of our car engine sounded louder than ever. The streets were mostly empty, the only signs of life being the distant flashing of traffic lights and the rare car passing by.

“Candy, how are you doing?” I asked. I glanced over at her, my fingers gripping the steering wheel. The dim glow of the dashboard illuminated a cringe on her face.

“Contractions are getting closer,” she said. She held her hands on her belly. “But I’m holding on.”

Sapphire’s voice came from the backseat, timid and concerned. “Mommy, will you be okay?”

Candy managed a reassuring smile, despite her pain. “Yes, honey. It’s time to meet your little brother.”

Colin, attempting to be the brave older brother, piped up, “Mommy will be okay.”

The car’s tires crunched over the gravel as we pulled into the hospital parking lot. The large, lit-up entrance of the emergency department beckoned us in, a beacon in the darkness. I parked hastily in a spot near the entrance.

“I’ll get Mommy,” I said. I rushed to her side and helped her out. She leaned on me heavily, each step an effort.

“Daddy, I’m scared,” Sapphire said. She pursed her lips and scrunched her eyebrows.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” I said. “Doctors are here to help, and soon, you'll have a new baby brother.”


Chapter 79


The sliding doors of the hospital whooshed open as we approached, revealing the brightly lit interior. The stark contrast of the antiseptic environment to the world outside was jarring. Hospital staff bustled about, and the occasional cry of a newborn echoed in the distance.

As we neared the check-in desk, I felt a mixture of anxiety and anticipation. The next few hours would be transformative, and I prayed everything would go smoothly.

Muted colors and soft, humming fluorescent lights filled the waiting room, accompanied by the gentle chatter of people. The chairs in the room were old and showed signs of use. The hospital staff had lined them up against the walls. There was a TV playing a talk show quietly in the corner..

I sat next to Colin and Sapphire. Colin seemed relaxed as he played with a toy car, while Sapphire looked nervous holding a stuffed animal.

“Don’t worry, kiddos,” I said. I squeezed Sapphire’s shoulder and gave Colin a smile. “Mom’s in excellent hands.”

Sapphire’s lip quivered. “I wish we could be with her.”

“I know, sweetie, but she’s got the best doctors taking care of her.”

Grabbing my cell phone off my belt, I punched in Sammie’s phone number. Taking a deep breath, I listened to the rhythmic tone on the other end.

After a few rings, Sammie’s groggy voice answered. “Hello?”

“Sammie, it’s Tim. Candy’s water broke, and we’re at the hospital now. I... I need a favor.”

Hearing the urgency in my voice, she perked up immediately. “Of course, Tim. Anything. What do you need?”

“I need you to come and be with Colin and Sapphire in the waiting room. I want to be with Candy, but I can’t leave them alone.”

“Absolutely,” she said. She grunted as she got out of bed. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Just hang tight.”

A wave of relief washed over me. “Thank you, Sammie. Truly.”

Ending the call, I looked down at Sapphire, who was staring up at me with those big, inquisitive eyes of hers. “Aunt Sammie is on her way. She’ll be here with you guys so I can be with Mom, okay?”

Colin nodded, trying to put on a brave face for his little sister. “We’ll be okay, Dad. Go be with Mom.”

I ruffled his hair, pride swelling in my chest for my young son. “Thank you, buddy. I’ll keep you both updated. But I need to wait for Sammie to arrive first.”

Sammie’s entrance was like a burst of energy in the subdued atmosphere of the waiting room. She entered with an aura of calm determination, her eyes darting around until they locked onto ours. “Tim!” She hurried over at a brisk pace.

Colin and Sapphire perked up, both of them visibly relieved by her presence. Sammie kneeled down, giving each of them a warm hug, whispering words of encouragement. Her touch, her presence was reassuring; a lighthouse amid a stormy night.

“Thank you for coming, Sammie,” I said. I swallowed a lump in my throat.

She gave me a firm nod and a smile. “Of course. Now, go be with Candy. We’ve got things handled out here.”

Taking a deep breath, I headed back to be with Candy. It overwhelmed me - worry for Candy and the baby, and guilt for leaving Colin and Sapphire with Sammie.

Every 30 minutes, like clockwork, I’d step out of Candy’s room, updating Sammie, Colin, and Sapphire. Each time I emerged, their faces would light up with a mix of hope and anticipation. “She’s doing okay,” I’d reassure them. “The doctors say everything is progressing normally.”

Sapphire would clutch her stuffed animal tighter, eyes wide, while Colin would nod, attempting to mask his worry with a brave front. Sammie would pat their backs comfortingly, her gaze constantly supportive, a beacon of strength.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the moment arrived. I stepped out into the waiting room, exhaustion clear in my eyes, but with a wide grin plastered on my face.

“He’s here,” I said. My smile was wide and my step perky. “It’s a boy. His name is Avery. Both Candy and the baby are doing great.”

The room erupted in joy. Sapphire’s delighted squeal echoed around, and Colin jumped up, his toy car forgotten in his excitement. Sammie stepped forward, her eyes glistening with tears of happiness. “Oh, Tim,” she said, “I’m so happy for you all.”

Drawing back, I wiped away a stray tear, my heart full. “Thank you, Sammie. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

Sammie smiled, squeezing my hand. “Go back to Candy and your son. We’ll be here, waiting to meet the newest addition to the family.”

And with that, I turned, making my way back to the delivery room, ready to embrace the new chapter in our lives.


Chapter 80


By next Monday for closeouts, we were adjusting to the new baby in the home. The home office air felt colder that day. I had barely settled into my chair when Sammie approached, looking more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her.

“Tim,” she said. Her eyes glossed over as she whispered. “There’s something that’s been gnawing at me, something that I’ve kept buried deep.”

Instinctively, I leaned forward, my senses alert. “What’s on your mind, Sammie?”

She hesitated, fiddling with her necklace. “It’s about Dagger and Rita.” She exhaled slowly. “You’re aware they’re married now, but what you don’t know is... how it all began.” She paused, collecting herself. “Rita was only thirteen when Dagger swept her off her feet.”

An icy shiver ran down my spine. “Thirteen?” I considered this. “But that means he was...”

“Thirty,” she said. She nodded, her gaze distant, lost in painful memories. “It felt so wrong. Every instinct I had screamed at me to intervene. So I confronted Dagger, tried appealing to whatever humanity he had left, but he brushed me off like I was nothing.”

“And Rita?” My heart beat increased, fearing the depth of the rabbit hole.

Sammie’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “She was head over heels for him, blinded by a love she believed was true. When I tried intervening, she ran away, and my heart shattered. I found her the next day at Dagger’s house.” Her voice caught in her throat. “When I got her back, the look in her eyes, that defiance... she threatened to run again.”

“You went back to Dagger?”

She nodded, swallowing hard. “I pleaded, begged him to let her go. But he smirked, leaned in, and whispered threats that sent chills down my spine.”

A rage bubbled within me. “Sammie, why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”

She looked down, tears trickling down her cheeks. “There's nothing that can be done now. But I needed to tell someone. Talking to you now, it’s like a weight lifting. I never had a friend before I could trust this with. Aside from Tito. But this happened after Tito died. I still feel the guilt, though.”

I turned in my chair to face her. “I’m so sorry that happened to your family. I have learned firsthand what a monster Dagger can be.”

She looked at me and smiled. “Yes, I know you have.”

"Has he done this with any other children?"

"I haven't seen it if he did," Sammie said. She sighed. "I'd have turned him into the police if I did."

After we sat there amidst deafening silence for ten minutes, we returned to our work. Amid the rustling papers and the soft clicking of our keyboards, a memory floated back to me, pulling my attention away from the spreadsheet in front of me.

Several weeks ago, Sammie and I had been discussing Dagger, and the man’s perverse tendencies. During our conversation, Sammie laughed about Dagger’s fear of my voodoo. The significance of the laugh we shared became clear after I heard about Dagger’s relationship with Rita. Sammie had not been laughing at the absurdity of the situation, she had been laughing in relief. It was a bit of revenge for her that Dagger, who pursued her daughter, feared something I had.

Suddenly, Colin came running in, his little feet pattering against the floor. He didn’t stop until he reached my chair and, without a word, clambered onto my lap. I wrapped my arms around him. We momentarily forgot the weight of the past and the complexity of our present. It’s amazing how children can change your world.


Chapter 81


The heart of Columbus, once a place of serenity and safety, was home to Ed’s Convenience Store. An island of warmth in a shadowy town. The store’s exterior was cheerful with its vintage red and white stripes and the neon sign declaring proudly “Ed’s”.

The aroma of freshly baked bear’s claws hung heavily in the air, mingling with the richness of freshly brewed coffee. Amid the musical clinks of coins and lively conversation, the store felt far removed from the town’s seedy underbelly.

With my bear’s claw safely ensconced in a paper bag and a coffee, burning hot to touch, I left Ed’s. I drove to where 270 crossed Morse Road and parked discreetly, my car’s engine purring softly. Watching for one of the many Bobs to arrive, I sipped my coffee and snacked on my pastry. Is beese the plural of Bob?

At precisely 8:05 AM, a blue Toyota sedan, its paint faded and wearied by the sun, came into view. It pulled over and out popped a man - Bob #3, by my reckoning. As soon as he was discarded, the sedan swiftly roared away. Bob #3, unfazed, reached into his bag, pulling out his well-worn sign, beginning yet another day of mysterious activities. My heart raced as I started my car, ready to tail the sedan. I offered a casual wave to Bob as I passed, hoping my façade of nonchalance held up.

My pursuit took me further into the town’s twisted web. The sedan eventually stopped at the junction of Morse Road and Cleveland Ave. Another man, Bob #4, disembarked. His olive drab backpack clung to him like a lifeline. His cardboard sign, gripped with white knuckles, hinted at secrets. As the car journeyed on, I was in tow, my curiosity piqued and suspicion growing.

We reached Morse and I-70, and another individual, another Bob, was released into the wild. He stood vigilant, bags in hand, eyes darting, absorbing every detail, every nuance. Pulling over, I wondered how deep Columbus’s darkness ran and how many Bobs it ensnared.

As I walked up to Bob #5, a stopped car had given him a dollar.

“Hey, are you Bob?” I asked. He looked at me with wide eyes. He looked to see if anyone else was there.

“Who wants to know?” he asked.

“My name is Tim. It’s your lucky day. You don’t have to stand here all day. I have work for you.”

“I have a bad back,” Bob #5 said.

“Yes, yes, I know. I was told that. But I have a soft cushy job for you in an office. You sit and use the phone.”

“Who told you that?”

“Bob #1, #2 and #3.”

“What?”

“Bob, don’t worry about it. I have a job for you.”

“I can’t go. A man told me he is going to pick me up for a job soon.”

“No one told you that. You were dropped off five minutes ago.”

“Why are you bothering me?” Bob #5 asked.

“Bob, you're here soliciting for work. I’m offering you a job. How is giving you what you want bothering you?”

“Please go away.”

“Who brought you here?”

“I don’t know. He’s only a man.”

“Why did he drop you here? Is he the one that assigns the corners to the beggars?”

“If you don’t leave, I’m going to call the police.”

“I have a phone in my car, Bob. You’re welcome to use it.” I stared at Bob. He stared at me, then walked toward a driver to take a dollar bill.

“Bob, if you answer a question, I’ll leave. OK?”

“What is it?”

“Do you pay money to that guy that drove you here? Does he assign your place to solicit?”

Bob sighed. “Will you leave if I tell you?”

“Yes, I promise.” I raised my right hand.

“He gets half of what we collect, and yes, he assigns the spots.”

“OK, thanks Bob. Have a nice day.” I turned and left. But then stopped. “Oh, Bob, what's his name?”

“I’m not telling you his name.”

“I already have his plate number. Just his first name.”

“Alex.” Thanks Bob. Just for that, here’s a fiver. I handed him the cash, then left.

I drove back to Bob #4 on Morse Road and Cleveland Avenue.

The intersection was full of traffic and shops on every side. The street was alive with pedestrians, cars, taxis, buses, and cyclists. Brightly colored neon signs lit up the storefronts.

The air had a sweet, smoky smell that carried a hint of fried food and gasoline. There was a subtle mix of spices and herbs coming from the local restaurants.

The sound of car engines merging and parting permeated the area. Horns beeped, sirens wailed, music blasted from passing cars, and conversations hummed in the background. Voices echoed off buildings as street vendors hawked their goods in all directions.

I parked far away, so Bob #4 wouldn’t see my car. He looked gloomy, wearing dirty jeans that were too big for him as well as an equally torn t-shirt.

“Hey, there,” I said. Bob #4 looked at me. “I thought Alex had you on a different corner today?”

“I always work this corner.” Bob #4 frowned.

“Well, when’s he coming back? I need to talk to him.”

“About 4 pm, same as usual.”

“Ok, thanks Bob. I’ll be back. Do you want me to bring you a coffee?”

“How about a Pepsi?”

“You got it.” I headed back to my car.


Chapter 82


At 3:30 pm, I returned to Bob #4 with a Pepsi and a plan.

“Hey Bob. Alex around yet?” I handed him his drink.

“No, not yet. Thanks for the Pepsi.”

“You're welcome. I’ll see you later.” I went back to my car to wait for Alex’s arrival.

The sky was a heavy slate gray when, at 4 pm, Alex’s battered Toyota growled its way to a stop. Inside was Bob #3, eyes glazed and distant. As Bob #4 clambered in, the surrounding air grew thick with tension. With a loud rev, the car roared away, and I started my engine, tailing them.

They made a pit stop to pick up Bob #5, who looked gaunt and incomplete. Eventually, they ventured to the east side, where the skeletal remains of old warehouses lined the streets like forgotten memories. Alex halted at one such monolith of decay, leaving the Bobs–or ‘beese’, as I called them–inside his car, their vacant expressions etched in the rear-view mirror. I parked at a distance, feeling the weight of every step as I trailed him.

Inside the warehouse, darkness threatened to swallow everything. Sparse, dim lights flickered, casting ghostly shadows that seemed to breathe on their own. There was a mix of dampness, neglect, and old grime in the air. The faint, incessant hum added to the grim ambience.

I saw Alex, his silhouette engaged in a heated exchange. Creeping closer, using old crates as cover, their words crystalized.

“...you forget your place. This is my operation. MY rules,” Alex said. His voice was quiet and deliberate.

“I’m saying it’s risky...” a soft female voice trailed off, trembling.

“Risks? You think I care? Cross me, and it’ll be the last thing you do. No one will even find your body. Remember what happened to Jeremy?” Alex asked.

"Yes, yes I do," the female voice said.

"Do as your told." Alex said. As he strode off, the person he had been intimidating came into view. A woman, eyes swollen from crying, her raven-black hair a stark contrast against her ghostly complexion. Her frail form seemed even more diminished in her plain dress, and every quiver, every sob, was a testament to her terror. My heart ached to intervene, but Alex’s aura of danger kept me paralyzed.

By the time Alex returned to the car, night had fully descended. He rushed to a shabby house on the other side of town. Alex and the gaggle of Bobs went inside the building. From my vantage point, the scene inside was crystal clear through the cracked windows. Money, more than I had ever seen, spread out like a sinister feast.

With trepidation, I approached the house. The porch creaked underfoot like the moans of the damned. The sight of that money - a king’s ransom - made my head spin. Just then, Alex emerged, a bag heavy with the illicit gains in hand. I darted behind my car, its cold metal biting into my hands, praying he wouldn’t see me. The car’s roar was the only goodbye.

Once he was a mere speck in the distance, my trembling hands found the steering wheel. With every beat of my heart echoing in my ears, I drove home, the haunting visions from the warehouse accompanying me every mile.


Chapter 83


The next morning, having breakfast with my family, I couldn’t get the thought out of my head that I should do something about Alex. But what, I was not sure.

Then I remembered Detective Tallridge from the Whitehall Police station. He was the one that investigated the murder at the Brass Rail next to my Whitehall office. He ended up arresting Kenny Artiside and Cheryl Artiside, two of my salespeople. I had helped him by phoning in clues and finally, where he could arrest them. Maybe he could help me.

I went to my desk and fished around in my drawer until I found the detective’s card. I stepped outside to call, as I didn’t want my family to hear the conversation. The detective was in the field, and the dispatcher connected me with him.

“Detective Tallridge, I’m not sure if you remember me, but this is Tim Drobnick. You investigated a murder at the Brass Rail.”

“I don’t recall your name, but what can I do for you?”

“I had the telemarketing office next to the Brass Rail. You ended up arresting two of my salespeople, Kenny Artiside and Cheryl Artiside. I was the one that called to tell you they were in my Cincinnati office the day you made the arrest.”

“Oh, now I remember. What can I do for you?”

“I have another crime to tell you about. Could I meet you?”

“I’ll be at the Whitehall station in an hour. You can meet me there.”

“Thank you,” I said.

An hour later, I arrived at the Whitehall Police station, a simple gray brick building nestled among trees. As I pushed open the heavy glass door, I sensed an atmosphere of authority and order.

The station buzzed with life. Officers in blue uniforms hustled among the halls and offices. The distinct aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air.

A long wooden counter separated the public from the administrative side. Behind it, an officer with a brick face was on the telephone.

I walked to the counter and stood, waiting to get the officer’s attention. Finally, the officer finished his call and looked at me.

“I’m here to meet Detective Tallridge,” I said.

The officer said nothing but picked up the phone and spoke to someone. Then he hung up. “Sit over there,” he said.

I moved to a chair by the door. Within minutes, Detective Tallridge came out to greet me. We exchanged a firm handshake, and he told me to follow him to his office.

Once we were seated, he looked at me. “So, what’s this you have to tell me?”

“I heard a man threaten to kill someone yesterday. He insinuated he had killed before,” I said.

The detective gave me a blank stare. “And?” he asked.

“Well, I was wondering if you could arrest him?”

“Do you have any concrete evidence?” he asked.

“Do you mean like a recording?”

“Yes, or a signed confession,” the detective said.

“Oh, no,” I said.

“Would the person who was threatened file a complaint?”

“I don’t know. She looked scared.”

“Well, Mr. Drobnick, without that, my hands are tied,” he said.

I thought for a minute. Surely, the police must know who Alex is. He must be a big time criminal.

“Detective, the man I’m referring to is running a beggar ring. He transports them all over Columbus. He collects half of what they get and controls them with fear. His name is Alex. Do you know him?”

Detective Tallridge leaned back in his chair. He clenched his jaw and raised one eyebrow, but said nothing.

“Detective, I bet you’d get a big feather in your hat to catch him,” I said.

Detective Tallridge let one puff, half a laugh, escape his gut. He gave me a half grin. “I’d get something for it, I’m sure,” he said. Then said nothing more.

“Well, OK, thank you for your time, Detective. I’ll keep an eye on these people. Maybe I can get you some concrete evidence.”

Detective Tallridge leaned toward me and put his elbows on his desk. “Tim, you don’t want to get too close to those people. They’re dangerous, and you’re not a cop.”

“So, you know them?”

He sighed and leaned back again. “Yes.”

“And you can’t do anything?” I asked.

He shook his head. “It’s above my pay grade.”

The detective’s statement confirmed my suspicions. Alex was part of an organized crime outfit. I had come across this many times over the years and it still surprised me what businesses they would be involved with.

In Denver, I bumped into them in the vending business. Here in Ohio, I had three offices next to pizza shops that were fronts for the mafia. Harley was the one that informed me of that fact. He didn’t explain how he knew. One in Youngstown was next to a betting “service.” Harley said no one would break into our businesses next to a mafia front. And they never did.

No cop was going to help me. I knew I had hit a dead end, so I stood and politely thanked the detective.

When I left the police station, I had a strange mixture of disappointment and frustration swirling around inside me.

The sky was clear, and the sun was bright when I walked across the parking lot to my car. As I walked, I had a nagging sense that I couldn’t just let this go.


Chapter 84


Iopened the door to welcome Sammie in for Monday night closeouts. Her eyes were dark and bloodshot.

“Sammie, what’s wrong? You look like you haven’t slept,” I asked.

“Dagger had me at his house until 5:00 AM working on tax forms.” Sammie slumped into her chair and grabbed a pen. “I’m exhausted.”

Her words blew my mind. Dagger had an iron fist, but this was too much, even for him. “He shouldn’t be doing that. Especially not until five in the morning. Even more so not to his mother-in-law.”

Sammie let out a deep sigh as she leaned back in her chair and ran her hands through her disheveled hair. “I know, but I had no choice. He said if I didn’t do it, he’d fire me. He wouldn’t even let me take a break. I was so tired.”

My heart sank as I frowned in sympathy. This time, Dagger pushed too far. The idea of working for that long without a break is absurd. “Well, you’re here now. Let’s finish these closeouts so you can go home and sleep.”

Sammie took a deep breath, trying to focus on the task at hand. “Let’s do this,” she said.

Turning on the TV, I sat down. Designing Women was about to begin. Sammie sat back and crossed her arms.

“What’s wrong, Sammie?”

“Dagger’s accountant gave him a list of the salespeople’s commissions. He had me filling in the forms by hand.”

“Why doesn’t he have his accountant fill them out? They can do it by computer. It would be much faster.”

“Maybe because he has me inflating the commissions. He wants me to increase them by twenty percent.” Sammie shook her head.

“Why are you changing numbers?”

“Dagger is trying to hide his profits.”

“That’s illegal. You could get in trouble for helping him.”

“Yes.” Sammie nodded. “Not much I can do about it. You know how he is.”

“That explains how he got half-a-million in cash under the bed.”

Sammie looked at me. “How did you know that?”

“Am I right?”

“I’m not supposed to say.”

“It’s okay. On his birthday, he was counting his money. He showed it to me to brag. I assumed it was underneath the bed.”

“Well, yeah. It’s in the guest bedroom under the bed.”

“Sammie, you can get in a lot of trouble. You need to tell the IRS that he is forcing you to do that.”

“He takes care of my family. He’ll blow up if I refuse to help. Besides, I’m not signing my name on anything.”

“I think somebody will catch that, eventually. Is he only changing small ones?”

“Well, there're a few big ones. Anyone that pissed him off, Britt, for example. I changed his from $20,000 to $50,000.”

“That will screw Britt up at the IRS terrible.”

“Dagger said he doesn’t pay taxes anyway, so it doesn’t matter.”

“That’s not true.” I shook my head. I knew I would need to do something about that. I couldn't let Dagger blow up so many lives with the IRS.

We returned to work while watching TV.

“I got a laugh from Dagger. I pretended I saw one of your spirits behind him. He about shit himself.” Sammie laughed.

“Sammie, you were supposed to keep that secret. You promised.”

“I’m sorry. My mind was foggy, and I was exhausted. No more words from me.”

“Okay, then.” I frowned at her.

“Yeah. I pretended to see ghosts in the basement to mess with him. He never knew if I was serious or joking.”

I smiled. “You were good at pranking. Remember when you pretended there was a ghost in the bathroom?”

Sammie laughed and nodded. “Oh yeah, that was great. Dagger thought it was real and refused to go near it for weeks. He said he could feel its presence every time he got close.” We both couldn’t help but laugh. Sammie paused for effect before adding, “That was the most satisfaction I’ve ever gotten from working for him.”

We both laughed as we continued our task, but it didn’t take long before reality set in again and it reminded us of the gravity of Dagger’s activities. We returned to our work feeling emboldened by Sammie’s minor act of rebellion against such an unscrupulous employer.

“He’s afraid of you. He already knew you were doing something weird. voodoo. Telling him you had spirits was funny as hell. But, I’m sorry, I won’t do it again.” Sammie said.

“I don’t do voodoo.,” I said.

“Dagger and Dale think you do.” Sammie shuffled through the papers in the next folder on the table.

“Well, it doesn’t matter what they believe. I don’t do voodoo and I never said I did. Now let’s get back to work. We have a lot of paperwork to finish.” Sammie nodded. She was strong and determined, but I knew Dagger scared her. He had too much control over her.


Chapter 85


Dagger and I packed our bags in Dagger’s Ford Ranger with a sense of anticipation. We headed to Indiana. The roads were slippery from ice and snow. The air was crisp, and the sun was shining.

Dagger seemed optimistic, giddy even. This trip was different, and I'd rather not be a part of it. It was time to visit Dale, who had become too sick to work.

We crossed the state line as the sun was setting, and the air was getting cooler. The surrounding landscape was flat, but it was full of details. We passed fields of tall grass and clusters of trees, and in the distance, a small town with a single street lined with old buildings.

“Dagger, do you have a plan yet?” I asked.

“I want to see how Dale looks. He sounds terrible on the phone, but he keeps telling me he’s fine,” Dagger said.

“So, you want to evaluate if he can keep managing the state?”

“Yes. If he’s going to die, we need to take pre-emptive action.” Dagger looked out this passenger window, holding onto the steering wheel with his right hand, his left hand holding a smoldering cigarette.

“Dagger, Dale owns Indiana. Are you planning on taking it without his permission?”

“He’ll agree.” Dagger took a drag on his smoke and blew it out the window.

“Are you going to pay him anything for it?” I raised one eyebrow and looked at Dagger.

“No. Why?” Dagger shook his head.

“Seems fair. I wouldn't want you to take my business if I got sick.”

“What would you do with it? If you can’t run it, it falls apart, anyway.”

“I could train managers to take my place and still own it. I don't understand why you wanted me to join you.”

“I might need your help,” Dagger said.

We rode in silence after that. I contemplated the moral implications of the situation, what it meant to take something away from someone who cannot keep managing it. It was a classic case of utilitarianism versus deontological ethics. I couldn’t believe I remembered those two big words from high school. Dagger's more efficient management of Dale's business would benefit the telemarketers in the long run. On the other hand, taking something away from someone felt wrong on a fundamental level. Would that be justifiable?

As our car rolled along silently through the night, I weighed our options and thought about the consequences each one might bring. There had been no end in sight to Dale's incompetence for months now, unless something changed. But at what cost? Could I live with myself if I condoned Dagger’s actions?

Meanwhile, as Dagger drove on through Indiana’s flat landscape, I looked out my window and noticed a subtle beauty in its stillness. There were no bustling cities here, but small towns with simple homes and businesses tucked away between vast fields of grass and trees. The sky was clear, and the stars twinkled at night; the air was crisp with wintery notes carried by gentle breezes. Though we spoke quietly, the peaceful nature conveyed our desire to save the Indiana business from decay.


Chapter 86


We arrived at Dale’s home in Merrillville after a long drive, and I felt anxious about how he'd react to us. We were uncertain about how our visit would turn out; sadness at seeing someone so ill; yet also hope that perhaps we could make a difference for Dale by keeping his business alive.

We heard Dale say, “Come in,” when Dagger knocked. He opened the unlocked door, and we entered the house.

We found Dale sitting in a chair, looking terribly ill. Dale’s skin was pale and tight, and his breathing labored. He wore a blanket wrapped around his shoulders and lap. His eyes filled with fear as we drew closer.

Despite his weakened state, Dale welcomed us into his home with a nod. We talked for an hour as he shared stories about Indiana and the people who depended on him. Even though every word seemed to take an immense effort, his passion was clear. It wasn’t something he wanted to give up easily.

“Dale, you’ve done a good job building this business in Indiana,” I said. I looked at Dagger and squinted.

Dale looked weaker and sicker than we could have expected. Dagger was staring at Dale with a look I had never seen from him before. The color drained from his face and his mouth was halfway open, as if he didn't know what to say.

"Dagger?" I asked. Dagger seemed to gain his wits again.

“Oh, yes, Dale. You’ve done a good job here,” Dagger said.

Dale let out a brief burst of air. “You never said that before. That I did a good job. I’m good at this business.”

“I agree, Dale,” I said. Dale managed a slight smile.

“So, what are we going to do? You obviously are too weak to keep running Indiana,” Dagger said. Dale said nothing.

The silence in the room became uncomfortable. I looked around and saw a framed picture of Tammy, Dale’s late girlfriend, smiling with her arms wrapped around him. It brought tears to my eyes to remember what she'd think if she knew Dale was about to let go of his business.

“Dale, why don’t we try to keep your business going?” I said.

He looked at me for a moment before shaking his head slowly. “I’ll get better. This is only temporary.”

“Until you get better,” I said, “we'll run the state to give you a break. So you'll still have a strong business when you're better.”

“Maybe,” Dale said. He looked at his trembling hands.

“If you have any debts, I'm sure Dagger will cover them, and he’ll assume the leases on the offices, so you’re not responsible. We’ll let people know that you’re the founder. We’ll take nothing away from your legacy or reputation.”

At this, I saw a slight light in Dale’s eyes. He had pride. He wanted his name to continue. That was what he wanted.

"Dagger, right?" I asked.

"Yes, of course. We take care of our own," Dagger said. I knew that was a lie, but as evil as Dagger could be, I don't think even he could deny Dale, considering his shocking condition.

Dale had always hated me, and I knew this illness was because of me bouncing his dark hate back to him. I could feel the guilt and regret rising within me as I saw him sitting in that chair, unable to move on his own. Despite his hatred for me, I wished he could keep his business going so he could continue doing what he loved.

“So, what's your plan?” Dale asked.

“We’ll take the keys to the offices tonight. We’ll tour them all and let everyone know about the changes. We’ll let everyone know you have a great legacy here. Only illness has stopped you.” After a pause, Dagger continued, “If you get better, and we hope you will, you can take Indiana over again.” Dale nodded.

“Who’s going to be the state manager, you?” Dale asked.

“Timmy will,” Dagger said. My eyes widened. I was not expecting that.

Dale didn’t respond. I expected him to rebel, but he didn’t have it in him. I was unsure what to say. When my thoughts came to me, I spoke.

“Dale, we’ll give you five percent of the gross sales. That way you’ll still have income,” I said. Dagger looked at me and frowned and shook his head. How could he take this from Dale for nothing? I couldn’t. I didn’t respond to Dagger.

Dale looked at me, then slowly nodded. He understood he was getting something from this. Finally, after thirty minutes of discussion and small talk, Dagger and I stood. Dagger got the keys to the offices off the hooks on the wall. Dale seemed relieved that his business would continue on in his name. It was a win-win situation for all of us, despite the circumstances. I left feeling a mixture of regret and hope for Dale’s future.

As we left, I saw Dale’s eyes glimmer with moisture. Our words touched him, and he was grateful for us trying to help him keep his business alive. It made me feel good to know we were helping him, even if it wasn’t much compared to all the effort Dale had put into it.


Chapter 87


We found a Red Roof Inn in Merrillville and hit the hay. Both of us were exhausted. We committed to meet for breakfast at the Denny’s next door at 8:00 AM before heading out to tour the Indiana offices.

The next morning, Dagger and I met at the Denny’s. We ordered breakfast and talked through our plan for the day. We were excited to see if we could help Dale keep his business alive.

“So, Timmy. Why did you offer Dale five percent? You didn’t have to do that,” Dagger said.

“Dagger, you’ll be making 15 percent profit. You can afford to pay Dale five percent.” I picked up my thick ceramic Denny’s mug and sipped the steaming coffee.

“Well, here’s the plan. You own Indiana. You’ll pay me 10 percent of the gross sales. If you want to give Dale five percent, that’s up to you.” Dagger grinned like he was the cat with the mouse in his mouth.

“What? Why would I run the state for no profit? We’re good if we get a 15 percent profit. If I give 10 percent to you and five percent to Dale, that leaves nothing for me. And nothing to cover any risks. I may lose money.” I said.

“Hey, it was your bright idea to give Dale five percent,” Dagger said.

“So, I’m the owner? Does that mean I can sell PEEL products in Indiana?”

“Sure. But I still get the five percent kickback on the PEEL products.” Dagger put his hands behind his head, looking darned smug.

I looked out the window, doing math in my head. I loved math. It was comforting having the formation of formulas floating in the air in front of my eyes. In my imaginings, numbers seemed to come alive. Imaginary dollar signs danced around like fireflies as I added and subtracted, multiplying and dividing in my mind’s eye. It was like a secret dance that only I could see.

My wholesale price to the businesses for PEEL was $8.75. My total cost to produce it was 75 cents. I'd pay Dagger his 10% of $3.50 for Indiana. Plus his 5% kickback on PEEL for $1.75. I'd spend another $3.50 for incentives to the managers and salespeople to sell PEEL. The 5% to Dale would be another $1.75. Sales commissions, drivers, rent, overhead is equal to 31%. Retail is $35.00. That would leave $3.75 profit, which would be equal to 10 percent of gross sales. Dagger didn’t know that I had that much profit. He was happy to see me squirm at running the state for no gain. The thought made me smile inside, knowing that we were helping Dale while still making enough profit to keep us going. But dammit, 10% is too thin. There is too much risk.

"Dagger, I'd give you your 10%. but I can't afford to give you the five percent kickback on PEEL. Get someone else to run Indiana."

Dagger said nothing, but I could see him smile. "Ok, ten percent. No kickback," he said.

"And we're going to keep our word to keep Dale's legacy. Let his name live on," I said.

Dagger waited for a minute but then said, "Yes, we'll do that."

"Okay then. I'll run Indiana," I said.

After breakfast, we set off for our tour of Indiana. As we drove, I couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty of this part of the country. The rolling hills, lush foliage, and bright sun all made me feel so happy and relaxed that it was almost a shame to rush through it.

When we arrived at our first stop in Indiana, Dagger and I felt a sense of determination as we entered the office to begin the tour. We moved through with ease, speaking quickly yet intelligently about Dale’s legacy and business plans. Everyone seemed impressed with our enthusiasm and new plan.

At each new office stop, Dagger and I continued talking up Dale’s name as if he was still running things himself–as if nothing had ever changed between us. Even though Dale couldn’t manage his businesses anymore, Dagger and I did what we could to make sure his name lived on. This made me happy because people in Indiana would always remember him fondly.

If only. If only. If only Dale and I had been friends. As I looked around, my guilt became stronger. Was Dale’s illness and business loss my fault? I might have been able to make friends with him if I had tried harder. I felt ashamed for Dale’s predicament.

On the drive home from Indiana, the scenery was all a blur because of my thoughts running wild with regret and sadness. Was it right returning Dales’ attacking dark energy? It felt like I had thrown away our possible friendship and Dale’s health.


Chapter 88


It was Monday night close-outs again. As the rain pattered on the windows of my home office, the dim light from the solitary lamp cast long, wavering shadows on the walls. Sammie, my ever-dependable assistant, sat across from me. There was a wistful glint in her eyes, a hint that she was about to take me on a journey into her past.

“You know, Tim,” she said. A hint of a smile crept onto her lips. “I haven’t always been this desk-bound person. I took a train from Colorado to get here with my kids.”

I leaned back, intrigued, nodding for her to go on. Her story promised to be a respite from the usual boring closeouts.

“The train made a stop at the Casino in Las Vegas,” she said. “We were running low on funds, and something... perhaps recklessness or desperation, urged me to try my luck.”

“You left your kids on the train?” I asked. I raised my eyebrows.

She sighed, guilt clear in her eyes. “I did. Just for a few moments, but it felt like hours. There was a slot machine within sight of the train. I ran to it, put in ten dollars, and won five thousand.”

I pictured Sammie at the casino, trying to stay calm, but thinking about her kids on the train.

“When I got back,” her eyes shimmered with tears, “my kids were at the window, cheering for me. Their faith in me, Tim, it was... overwhelming.” She paused, collecting herself. “Keith, the youngest, later told me it was one of the best experiences he ever had with us.”

“That sounds like an adventure,” I said. It surprised me at the depth of experiences Sammie had.

Sammie chuckled. “That’s not even the best part. Since we were there, I thought, ‘Why not give the kids a real treat?’ So, we explored Las Vegas.”

She described their adventures vividly, from the bright lights of the strip to the exciting roller coasters. Her words transported me to the streets of Las Vegas, walking alongside them, feeling their joy and wonder.

“It enthralled the kids,” she said. She looked at the ceiling, her voice a mix of nostalgia and joy. “The bright lights, the music, the magic of Vegas. It was a dream.”

She gazed outside, lost in memories. “You know, Tim, as a mother, being able to give my kids such an experience, it meant everything. It’s one of those times when you realize that the best things in life aren’t things, but moments.”

I nodded, absorbing the weight of her words. “It sounds like a memory they, and you, will cherish forever.”

She smiled, “Absolutely. Those moments, Tim, they’re the real magic, not the money we chase after.”

As we returned to our work, I couldn’t help but ponder Sammie’s tale. Behind the mundane daily grind, there often lies a reservoir of cherished memories, waiting to be shared.


Chapter 89


The fancy restaurant was peaceful, with quiet piano music and low voices of people talking and laughing. Yet all of it was about to be disrupted by Dagger’s thunderous voice. We were seated at a secluded corner table, but there was no concealing his boisterous presence.

Dagger leaned forward, the candlelight dancing off his predatory gaze, lending it an almost unnatural glow. “Timmy,” he began, his voice cutting through the ambient noise like a knife, “I’ll offer you two million dollars for your son.”

I choked on my drink; the liquid burning my throat. “What? Are you insane?” My voice was a stark whisper against his resonant boom. The nearby diners turned to stare, their faces registering shock and disapproval.

“Not your eldest, Tim,” Dagger clarified, dismissively waving, as if he were merely discussing a business transaction. “The baby. He’s barely been with you half a year. How attached could you be?”

I clenched my fists. “This isn’t a twisted prank, is it?”

Dagger’s laughter echoed, his amusement apparent. “Does it look like I’m jesting?” His eyes were cold, unyielding. “I only have a daughter, and a granddaughter. And we just found out that Rita is carrying a girl. I want a son.”

“I can’t believe you’re even suggesting this.” I felt a tightness in my chest. Around us, the once soft conversations had morphed into murmurs of concern, whispers floating our way.

He leaned in closer, ignoring the surrounding scrutiny. “Think about it. I can offer him everything—the best schools, the best sports training, a life of luxury. With my wealth, he wouldn’t lack for anything.” The weight of his stare felt oppressive, and his voice, dripping with false sweetness, grated on my nerves.

I responded, each word precise and heavy, “I wouldn’t trade my child for all the wealth in the world, Dagger. No price can replace the love of a father.”

Undeterred, Dagger pressed on, “Tim, he won’t have to go through the hardships you did. He’ll be sheltered, cherished. My family will embrace him. Isn’t that what every father wants? A better life for his child?”

I swallowed hard, my heart pounding. My own traumatic past flashed before my eyes. But a surge of protectiveness swelled within me. “You’re wrong, Dagger. It’s not about material comforts. It’s about love, trust, and being there for your child. I could never live with the thought of selling my own flesh and blood.”

Dagger’s menacing stare lingered, the air between us thick with tension. For a moment, the world seemed to stand still. Then, as if flipping a switch, he chuckled. “Fine, have it your way.” He signaled the server for more wine.

We had a lighter atmosphere, but the conversation we had during dinner was still heavy. The proposal was unforgettable.


Chapter 90


Iwas at Dagger’s for Tuesday closeout. The air hung heavy with the acrid scent of cigarette smoke.

“Wouldn’t it be great to get away with murder?” Dagger’s words slithered into the room like a venomous snake. I glanced at him, searching for a hint of jest in his eyes, but his gaze remained steady, unsettlingly sincere.

“God no. That would be terrible,” I said.

“But if you knew you wouldn’t get caught?” His words were like icy fingers grazing my spine, sending a shiver down my back.

“No. Never.” A frown etched deep lines on my forehead. Dagger’s words were casting a chilling pall over the room.

His lips curled into a disturbing smile, his eyes gleaming with an unsettling intensity. “Wouldn’t it be a dream if you could do it? I mean, no jail time or anything. You’d be free to do whatever you want whenever you want.”

My disbelief turned to growing unease. Dagger’s thoughts seemed to dance along the edge of madness, dipping into a realm I dared not tread. “I’d never sleep again from the guilt. I don’t see how you can derive any pleasure from the thought.”

Dagger’s gaze remained fixed on some distant point beyond the walls of the room.

I asked, “What if the person you killed was family? Wouldn’t you feel terrible?”

The mention of family struck a chord of sorrow, and I couldn’t help but remember Dagger’s brother, Harley, who had vanished without a trace. Could his cryptic talk be a veiled reference to that painful event?

“What difference would it be if it was family or not?” He stopped to think again. “My hero is Al Capone. I’d love to live like him.” Dagger’s confession dropped like a wet brick. Al Capone, a name synonymous with brutality and terror, a name that had wielded power through bloodshed.

“Why on earth would you want to do something like that?” I asked. The conversation was surreal. Horrific.

Dagger leaned in, his voice a sinister whisper that seemed to carry a dark secret. “Power,” he hissed, a word that resonated in the air like a malevolent chant. His gaze shifted away, a twisted smirk playing on his lips as if he were privy to some forbidden knowledge.

As Dagger spoke of power, I saw a disturbing sort of devotion in his eyes. He reveled in the tales of Al Capone’s rise to power, of the fear he struck into hearts, of the lives he extinguished like candle flames. A chill ran through me as I glimpsed the extent of Dagger’s fascination with the macabre.

The closeout concluded, but as I left Dagger’s lair, I couldn’t shake off the sense of dread that had settled in my chest. His words lingered like a malevolent presence, haunting my every thought. What darkness lived within Dagger’s soul? A suspicion clawed at the edges of my mind–could he have had a hand in his brother’s mysterious disappearance?


Chapter 91


Dagger and Dee insisted that my family should take a vacation with their families to Disney World. I liked the idea, except for the part where Dagger and Dee would come along.

I imagined what it would be like if Dagger stayed home. He’d tear through the offices, leaving destruction in his path as he belittled our workers. His hands would fly wild as his face contorted in anger, shaking with a power to move mountains. He would unleash chaos and destruction on the employees, with his eyes glowing and surrounded by a bright light.

Dagger’s voice would rise to a shrill pitch as he insulted and scolded the workers, like a sharp whip, slashing through the air and cutting all who stood in his way. The click-clack of his baton would heighten the tension and dread. His every step would cause the office walls to shake.

The thought made me shudder. I decided it would be prudent to accept the offer so my family could see Disney World. And our employees wouldn't see hell.

I wanted to spoil my family, so I bought first-class seats. Dagger paid for economy seats. I don’t know why. He made a lot more money than I did.

“Tim, how about a little swap? You take our economy seats, and we’ll ‘gracefully’ slide into your first-class spots,” Dagger said. He stood in the first-class cabin aisle staring at me.

“Are you crazy? No,” I said. Dagger’s eyes flashed with anger, and his lips pursed tight in frustration. He was used to getting whatever he wanted with no questions asked. He gritted his teeth, trying to hold back his rage as he locked eyes with me. “Don’t disappoint me, Timmy.” His voice was icy cold and unrelenting.

“No way. My family deserves the best, so they can enjoy their vacation. You could have bought first class.”

Dagger’s face twisted into a sneer as he shook his head in disbelief. He began pacing up and down the aisle. The other passengers were watching him.

“This is unfair. You’re sitting in first class while they crammed my family in the back of economy class.” Dagger stopped pacing. He looked straight into my eyes with a steely glint that told me not to argue if I knew better. He yelled, “You have no idea what it feels like to fly, coach. You think you’re better than everyone else? Do you? I’m sick of your entitled attitude.” His face was close to mine as spit flew out of his words.

This got the attention of the stewards. They came to see what was happening. I could feel my blood boiling beneath my skin but I kept my composure by taking some deep breaths and counting silently in my head.

“Sir, you need to return to your seat,” the flight attendant said. He looked at me and wondered if I was part of the problem. I leaned back and let out a breath and smiled at him.

My heart raced as I waited for Dagger to respond. He stood in a silent state. There was nothing but a stare at me and the attendant. After an eternity, Dagger turned away and walked off without another word, leaving behind only a trail of tension in the air.

“I’m so sorry,” I said to the attendant.

“It’s okay. Do you know him?” he asked.

“Yes. He’s a business associate, and unfortunately, personal boundaries aren’t his strong suit.”

“Yes, I see that.” He leaned over to the children, who were upset. “Would you like some chocolate milk?” His voice was like a warm, gentle breeze, caressing the air with soft tones and calming undertones. His words were like a lullaby, a balm to the chaos in the air, and his gentle demeanor soothed the tense atmosphere. I’m sure he learned this to bring calm to disorder.

Sapphire smiled. Colin nodded. The attendant left to get the treats.

Candy was looking around the cabin. She seemed oblivious to the recent events. She leaned over to me. "This must be expensive. Are we rich yet?"

"No, not yet Candy." She sat back up, looking disappointed.

The rest of the plane ride was peaceful. There was a relaxed, comfortable atmosphere. The passengers’ faces lit with happiness, and their eyes glinted with ease. The sun streamed through the windows, casting shadows on the seats and walls that moved in gentle waves with the plane’s motion.

There was a pleasant mix of sweet scents, including warm cocoa, delicate pastries, and freshly brewed coffee. The cabin also held a faint scent of lavender.

The hum of the engines provided a steady, tranquil background sound. I heard whispers of conversation between passengers, while low music played in the background. The murmurs of conversation, the clicking of utensils and clinking of glasses and the hum of the engines provided a peaceful backdrop.

Colin was looking out the plane window, his eyes sparkled with curiosity and awe at the beauty of the landscape below him. Sapphire was sleeping peacefully, her hair splayed across her face and her lips slightly parted. Candy had a content smile on her face as she sipped her champagne, cradling Avery in her other arm, her cheeks lightly flushed with pleasure.

Dagger never returned to the first-class cabin, and I could only hope he’d taken this experience as a lesson in humility. However, knowing Dagger, that was wishful thinking.


Chapter 92


After five days at Disney World, we returned to our home planet. I called Dagger on Tuesday. “Dagger, this is Tim. I’m coming up there with closeouts,” I said. There was dead silence. “Hello are you there?”

After what felt like an age, Dagger’s voice, dripping with menace, finally broke through. “Isn’t there something you should tell me?”

“Only about the closeouts, which I’ll show you when I get there.”

“You’re hiding something. Spit it out.” His voice was a low growl, like an animal.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dagger.” My breathing and my heartbeat increased and sweat appeared on the back of my neck.

Suddenly, his voice exploded in a guttural rage, hurling insults that felt like physical blows. I pulled the phone away from my ear. His sudden transformation from calm to raging monster shook me to my core. I stood transfixed, unable to move or speak, paralyzed by the force of his anger and the fear of what he may do. He knew something I didn’t and there was no escaping it. I became a bundle of raw nerves, ready to collapse from the stress of it all.

By the time he hung up, a sheen of sweat covered my forehead. As I drove to his house, each mile felt like a step closer to a lion’s den. Reaching his property, I hesitated, contemplating turning back. But my professional obligations weighed heavily on me. Rita greeted me with a worried look, pointing me to his office.

The muffled roars from upstairs were evidence that Dagger’s fury hadn’t subsided. Steeling myself, I ascended the steps, every creak echoing my trepidation. Despite my desire to run away, I had to give him the closeout papers.

When I finally reached his door, I took a moment, trying to muster the courage. Pushing it open, I saw Dagger’s wide grin. The room felt colder, more oppressive, like a storm was brewing.

He leaned forward to write in his checkbook. He seemed intent on whatever he was doing, so I stayed quiet until he'd acknowledged my presence again.

I sat there for a long time. I felt compelled to say hello. But before I could even utter those words, Dagger looked up from his journal with squinted eyes, only showing his dark pupils. It sent chills down my spine.

“You fucking bastard,” Dagger roared. He yanked a revolver from his briefcase and pointed it directly at me. My heart stopped like a deer in headlights, terrified of impending death. He examined the cylinder with a cold machine-like expression, spun it, then shifted his aim to me again.

“You slimy rat,” he said. He toyed with the cylinder, its spin creating an eerie silence. “Why shouldn’t I pull this trigger right now?” he asked.

“Dagger, what’s going on? What’s wrong?” My chest heaved with fear.

He glared at me with contempt and hatred, and after an eternity of oppressive silence, he lowered the gun and sat again in his chair.

“You still have nothing to tell me?” He squinted at me.

“No, I don’t. I’m here to turn in the papers for closeout. I can’t fathom why you’re so angry.”

“You think you can get away with stealing my life’s work? You think you can come in here and rob me blind?” Dagger roared and slammed his fists on the desk, standing again in an intimidating rage.

“Dagger, I swear to you. I’m not up to anything.”

“I know you’re up to something,” he growled through gritted teeth. “And I plan to find out what.”

As Dagger sat staring at me, my heart beat a million miles an hour. The way Dagger confronted me, it was as if he knew that PEEL was providing justice for those he cheated. I pondered this as I stood there, the cold barrel of the gun still present in my thoughts.

Maybe, just maybe, Dagger had some kind of animal instinct. No way he was smart enough to put the pieces together consciously. But could it be possible that on some deeper level, he sensed he was becoming the prey instead of the hunter?

These thoughts haunted me as I faced him, frozen in place. It was like Dagger had this sixth sense, telling him when the tables were turning against him. Would I ever be safe from his wrath? Would my secret ever truly remain hidden?

He took a deep breath, and his expression softened. He returned the revolver to its place in his briefcase. Dagger’s face was still stern, but he looked somewhat more forgiving than before.

Exhausted from fear but relieved that this was over, I went home shaking. That night in bed, I lay awake thinking about all that had happened earlier that day. The question kept repeating in my mind: Could Dagger have figured out the leverage I was building with PEEL? I didn’t think so. He wasn’t that smart. But if he did, would he kill me over it? Would I end up wherever Harley and Tony are now? Finally, exhaustion got the best of me, and I finally fell asleep.


Chapter 93
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I’m in the countryside with Sheena. We sit atop a massive boulder, jutting out from the grassy meadow like a beacon in a sea of green. This rock seems to have thrust itself upward from the earth’s crust, emerging defiantly amidst the sprawling green meadows. Its surface, kissed by the sun’s rays, provides a pleasantly warm perch, contrasting with the cool, rough texture beneath our fingertips. Lush vegetation fills the countryside. Trees are scattered throughout like picturesque artwork. The sun beams down on us, its rays filtering through the clouds for a beautiful day outside.

Nature’s orchestra plays for us: the rhythm of crickets, the whispers of the leaves, and the sweet serenades of distant birds. My nostrils fill with the scent of wildflowers and wood-smoke from farms, making me feel alive.

“Sheena, I’m about to have a meltdown. Dagger turns into a ball of anger without warning. I called him on the phone, and he was screaming at me. When I got to his house, I had hoped he'd have calmed down, but he didn’t. I don’t know how long I can take this. Are you sure I have to keep working for him?”

Sheena looks deeply into my eyes. “If you evade this challenge with Dagger, you’ll find it reincarnated in another form, with someone else. You must navigate this storm.”

“I don’t know if I can do it. I feel trapped every time I’m around him. It’s unbearable.”

“I have something that will help.” Sheena’s gaze pierced me. “Before you go to meet him, 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.”

“Thank you, Sheena. So that will work?”

“Yes, it will work.”

“Why don’t I use the rope of energy on Dale, then?” I ask.

“The rope only works for physical threats. It does not protect from spiritual attacks. The violet egg protects you from spiritual attacks,” Sheena said.

“Well, what about the tornado? It was for physical attacks, right?”

“The tornado pushes away physical attacks, and you can bring it up almost instantly. It’s also intimidating, which you sometimes need. But you don’t need it in this situation.” She takes my hand.

“So I use the rope to restrain for physical attacks. I don’t understand why I’m not using a tornado against Dagger then.”

“You’re not wanting to push a physical attack away from you. You only want to stop it from happening. You don’t need to intimidate. The rope will contain him long enough for you to drop off your paperwork and leave. It will give you peace of mind when you can’t handle his vicious tirades. Think of these tools as different medicines for different ailments. Not everything requires a powerful response, like the tornado. Sometimes, what you need is a brief pause, a moment of containment.”

“All right, I think I get it. Thank you, Sheena. There are a lot of spiritual tools to use.”

“Yes. Yes, there are.” Sheena fixes her gaze on the horizon, where dark purple clouds are gathering. Flashes of lightning crackle around the edges and the sound of thunder rolls in the distance. “Life will always challenge you, Tim. But remember, you are never without the tools to face those challenges.”
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Chapter 94


The wind whispered through the trees as I approached my car the following Tuesday. The faint rustling of leaves served only to intensify the silence and tension building within me. My hands trembled slightly, gripping my briefcase as I prepared to leave for Dagger’s place. The unsettling memory of Dagger’s voice, wild and uncontrolled, echoed in my ears.

“Why does he always have to do this?” I asked. I shook my head, recalling the unnerving call from earlier. I took a moment to steady my breathing and reached into my memory for Sheena’s advice. Closing my eyes, I envisioned an ethereal rope, its bluish-white hue gleaming as if radiating moonlight. It pulsed with a calming energy, tangible and soothing. I imagined it entwining Dagger, binding him, rendering him motionless.

Shaking away my apprehensions, and hoping the rope would do its job, I got into my car. The drive felt like an eternity. Every mile, every turn, weighed with anxiety. My pounding heart drowned out the roar of the engine.

Pulling into Dagger’s driveway, the familiar façade of the house seemed different - more imposing. It stood tall and brooding, a reflection of its owner. Gathering my courage, I approached the entrance.

Rita greeted me with a subtle nod, her face impassive, betraying nothing. “He’s upstairs,” she said. She spoke quieter than usual, barely above a whisper.

Ascending the staircase, the silence grew more pronounced. My footsteps on the stairs sounded like muted drumbeats, foretelling of an impending encounter.

I paused at the door, took a deep breath, and nuzzled it open. The sight before me made my heart race: there was Dagger, immobilized, his body stiffened, eyes wide and filled with fear. It was as if he had seen a ghost. The ethereal rope had done its work.

With calculated movements, I placed the paperwork on the desk while avoiding Dagger’s gaze. My mission was complete.

Eager to escape the stifling atmosphere, I practically fled the room. The sense of relief that washed over me was palpable as I descended the stairs, stepping into the daylight outside. The weight on my chest slowly lifted, replaced with an invigorating sense of liberation.

Once I was at a safe distance, driving down the road, I imagined the rope dissolving, releasing Dagger from its ethereal grasp. I could only hope that this would be a lesson for Dagger, a message of resistance. But for now, I was grateful to be free and to have a day of peace.


Chapter 95
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Sheena and I are standing near a silo in the country. I have never been here before.

“Sheena, why are we at this place?” I ask.

“This is the best spot to watch the storm,” she says.

“How long will the storm last?”

“I don’t know. It’s being aggravated by negative energy.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mean, angry, and spiteful people can add to the storm.”

“Aren’t there always angry and mean people?” I ask.

“Yes, that is true. I don’t know why some of it is directed towards this storm. But I can hear many angry voices coming from the wind,” Sheena says.

As we watch, the clouds become darker and the wind howls. Lightning flashes and thunder booms. It reminds me of the tapping on my window in the hotel.

“Sheena, a while back, there was tapping on my window in the hotel. I saw a strange, short creature. It wore a yellow raincoat. Do you know what that was? Was it related to Dale?”

“They are spiritual entities,” Sheena says. She frowns, as if concerned. “I see them more often when death has been disturbed. They are always angry.”

I'm shocked upon hearing this answer, but it seems to fit with the death storms.

“Will they hurt me?” I ask.

“They want to. Most of their power is when they are in the city. That is why I wanted you to stay away from the city for now. I was there with you at the hotel.”

“What is it with the window tapping?”

“Windows can access other realities. I think they were trying to communicate with whoever is on the other side.”

“That’s weird,” I say. Sheena smiles.

“Come, let’s go get a closer look,” Sheena says. I follow her as we float to the window in the barn. She taps on it.

We look through the glass, and it’s like nothing I’ve seen before. Instead of seeing the usual rural landscape, there seems to be an entirely different reality - one filled with creatures that can only be described as mythical. Some are tall with wings, while others are short and scurrying around in search of food. There are things that shimmer in the air when they fly past. Some trees are oozing strange colored liquids while others appear to be full of galaxies. The sky is constantly changing from vibrant purples and blues to deep greens and oranges while light fills rainbows that arch over the horizon. Everything feels alive with a mysterious energy that speaks directly to our souls.

Then I see a figure like the one I saw at the motel. It is short and fat, wearing a yellow raincoat. Where its face should be is only darkness. I don't see any feet. It moves by floating or scooting across the ground.

“Sheena, that’s the creature I saw at the motel. The one in the yellow raincoat. And like the tall one that attacked me in the barn, we were both at.”

“Yes, I know.” The images through the glass fade, and it becomes an ordinary window.

“Sheena, can we look some more? Can we tap on it?” I tap, but nothing happens.

“That’s enough for now, Timothy Tibb. I am watching them, and I will protect you if they become a threat to you.”

“Okay, thank you Sheena.” We turn to watch the storm for ten minutes, saying nothing.

“Dale seems to have made peace with me. Will that calm the storm?”

“Maybe. Once death has been disturbed, it is unpredictable. Dale may have been what brought up the storm initially, but now the storm is sucking its negative energy from many other people.”

“I hope our peace lasts. I hope this storm stops,” I say.

“Yes, Timothy. Me too. I see the storm coming near,” she says. “We should leave.”

Despite its beauty, the storm is terrifying. It's like evil is flexing its muscles. We watch it for a while, then we leave.
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Chapter 96


The shrill ring of the phone shattered the Tuesday morning’s calm, the harsh sound reverberating throughout the room. Bracing myself, I answered, only to be met with Dagger’s familiar and venomous tirade. His voice, distorted by rage and the limitations of the phone’s speaker, seemed louder and more vitriolic than ever.

“You better have those documents perfect, Tim! Don’t you dare show up missing even a dime,” he said.

My grip tightened on the phone as I tried to muster a response, the weight of our tumultuous relationship pressing heavily on my chest. With a deep breath, I tried to calm the storm within, preparing myself for the inevitable face-to-face confrontation that loomed ahead.

The early morning sunlight filtered through the clouds, casting a muted glow on the dew-kissed pavement. Preparing myself mentally for another round with Dagger, I hesitated at the doorstep, the memory of our last confrontation still raw and biting. Gathering my documents, a shiver ran down my spine as the image of him, enraged and shouting, replayed in my mind.

“Why can’t things be simpler?” I said. I took a moment to center myself. Drawing a long breath, I once again sought the solace of Sheena’s teachings. I visualized the luminescent energy rope, shimmering like a ripple of water under the moonlight. It pulsed with a sense of purpose. Winding it around Dagger, I felt a sense of grounding.

I entered my car, feeling the familiar vinyl beneath my hands. My blood pulsed faster with each passing second, as every street sign and intersection felt more significant. The rapid drumming of my heart drowned the hum of the car out.

Reaching Dagger’s estate, I noticed subtle changes. New, darker curtains adorned the windows, perhaps mirroring the owner’s ever-darkening mood. With each step towards the entrance, the weight of the situation grew heavier.

Rita met me at the door. She was more solemn than usual. “He’s waiting in his study,” she said. She grimaced and pointed.

Navigating through the living room, I climbed the stairs and reached the familiar door. As I pushed it open, I saw a scene eerily reminiscent of our last encounter. Dagger was caught in stasis, his expression one of bewildered terror. The energy rope had bound him once again, its ethereal threads silencing his malevolent intentions.

Swiftly, I placed the paperwork next to him, my hands steady this time, emboldened by the invisible shield between us. I allowed myself a glance at Dagger, his gaze pleading, questioning. Perhaps he realized the gravity of his actions.

I retreated, the air around me becoming lighter, fresher. The familiar aroma of the outside world was a welcome relief after the intense moments in the study.

Upon settling into my car, safely removed from Dagger’s domain, I released my mental hold on the energy rope. The ethereal threads evaporated, relinquishing their grasp on Dagger. Whether he'd understand or appreciate my need for these measures remained to be seen. For the moment, though, I reveled in the drive’s solace home, the landscape a blur of gratitude and newfound confidence.


Chapter 97


The night was calm, with a touch of anticipation in the air, as I opened the door to greet Sammie. Warm lamplight flooded the porch, casting a comforting glow on her familiar face. “Hey,” she said. Her tone was slightly hushed, as if she carried a secret.

“Sammie,” I said. I stepped aside to let her in. We settled into our desk chairs, our favorite shows waiting to accompany our evening. The familiar hum of the TV provided a background to our conversation as we did the paperwork. It filled the room with the soft glow from the screen.

For a while, we got lost in our routine—chatting about our days, critiquing the show’s characters, and sharing little tidbits from our lives. However, Sammie’s playful demeanor shifted, a mischievous grin forming on her face, and soon, a gentle chuckle broke through her lips.

I glanced over, my eyebrows raised. “All right, spill. What’s so funny?”

She suppressed another chuckle. “You remember how Dagger’s been rambling about you doing voodoo or some witchcraft on him?”

I nodded, rolling my eyes. “How could I forget? You mentioned how paranoid he’s become.”

Sammie leaned closer, her voice barely above a whisper, as if sharing the juiciest gossip. “I was at his place for dinner the other night. He was acting... well, unhinged. Talking about how he felt paralyzed the last time you were there. His expression was one of terror. He struggled so hard to find words, like he was confessing his deepest fear. He’s convinced you’ve cast some sort of spell on him.”

A smirk crept onto my face. “Well, maybe he should think twice before he tries to intimidate me, right?”

Sammie looked intently into my eyes, her playful demeanor replaced with genuine curiosity. “Did you? I mean, did you actually do some... magic on him?”

I hesitated, gauging her reaction. “Remember when I talked about Sheena? And how you promised not to breathe a word of it?”

She nodded. It was a slow and big nod, her eyes wide. “Of course. I’ve kept my mouth shut, promise.”

Taking a deep breath, I looked at her. “Sheena taught me this technique—it’s like a safety net. I visualize a rope of energy, and when I feel threatened, it wraps around him, rendering him speechless and immobile.”

Her eyes widened, a mix of awe and disbelief. “So, it wasn’t only in his head? It was real?”

“It was as real as our conversation right now.”

She let the information sink in for a moment. “So, it’s magic?” she asked. Her eyes were on me as she waited for me to answer.

“I think it’s a blend of visualization and energy work. I picture this energy as a rope, coiling around Dagger. And then, by adding sound vibrations, it intensifies its potency.”

Sammie sat back and looked up. “That’s... incredible,” she said. Her voice trailed off.

I shrugged, attempting to downplay it. “Just something Sheena showed me.” But inside, a warm glow of pride swelled. Sheena had indeed given me a gift—a tool to protect myself in ways I’d never imagined possible.

Sammie appreciated my skills and would sometimes look at me with a slight squint during casual conversations. The knowledge of Dagger’s fear brought a smirk to my face.

"If it's any help, Dagger said he'd never scream at you again," Sammie said. She kept looking at the numbers while she spoke.

"Well, I guess I won't have to tie him up with Wonder Woman's rope then," I said. We both had a long good laugh over that.


Chapter 98


Entering the front door, I heard the kids whimpering. I stepped into the family room, taken aback by the tension I felt. Candy stood there, eyes ablaze, while our kids, Colin, and Sapphire looked like deer caught in headlights.

“How many times have I told you not to touch my things?” Candy said. Her voice was sharp and strained. “I work tirelessly to maintain this house, and you two turn it upside down.”

Sapphire’s eyes glistened with unshed tears, her lips quivering, while Colin seemed to disappear behind his sister.

“Candy, let’s take a breath, all right? This isn’t the way.”

She whipped her head towards me, her anger now redirected. “So now you’re going to teach me how to parent? Conveniently stepping in now?”

I swallowed hard, searching for the right words. “Look, I know it’s been tough since the baby was born. But this... yelling? It won’t help.”

“Then what, Tim? What will help?” Candy’s voice cracked. “Every day feels like a constant battle with them. I wanted one thing to stay untouched. Just one thing.” She pointed towards a shattered vase on the ground.

I took a step closer, trying to defuse the situation. “Candy, it’s only a vase. We can replace it. But our children’s feelings? We can’t undo hurt.”

Candy’s eyes darted between Colin and Sapphire. Tears formed in her eyes. “I know, Tim. I do. It’s just... sometimes I feel so overwhelmed.”

After a few moments of silence, I could hear the baby’s soft cries from upstairs. “I’ll go,” I said.

“Wait,” she said, her voice soft. “I’ll get him. I need a moment.”

I nodded, watching as she disappeared up the stairs. Colin and Sapphire then ran over to me, and I picked them both up. Their tiny arms wrapped around my neck.


Chapter 99


Idrove our car into Dagger’s driveway, which was decorated with luxurious Christmas lights that competed with the starry sky. The front yard was a shimmering spectacle of animated reindeer, giant candy canes, and snowmen. A massive wreath adorned the entrance, and the faint chorus of “Jingle Bells” wafted out, joining the muffled hum of conversation and laughter.

Taking a deep breath, I turned to Candy, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Remember, it’s only one night,” I said. We had both been apprehensive about Dagger’s party.

Candy nodded, forcing a smile for the sake of Colin, Sapphire, and our littlest one, snug in his baby carrier. Exiting the car, the cold winter air hit us, though the atmosphere was warm with holiday cheer. We headed for the entrance, with Colin and Sapphire’s eyes wide in wonder at the surrounding spectacle.

As we entered, Dagger’s presence was immediate, his booming laughter echoing throughout the grand foyer. He was holding court amidst a sea of managers, his voice rising above the din, recounting some tale that had his audience in stitches.

Spotting us, Dagger’s eyes lit up, and he made his way over, his demeanor momentarily softening as he greeted my family. “Candy. Kids. Merry Christmas,” he said. He bent down to Sapphire’s level and handed her a beautifully wrapped gift. To my surprise, he even had a smaller one for Colin and a teddy bear for the baby.

“Thank you, Dagger,” Candy said. A wide smile showed on her face, touched by his gesture.

Dagger turned his attention to me, his voice taking on that familiar thundering tone. “Tim, brought the closeout?”

I nodded, gesturing to the briefcase in my hand. “Yes, as promised. We can go over it soon.”

“Follow me,” Dagger said.

We navigated our way through the sea of guests, greeting familiar faces along the way. At the party, there was an enormous selection of food, including turkey, ham, mashed potatoes, and many desserts. The festive atmosphere made the children happy as they filled their plates with cookies and treats. Candy seemed much happier with that jolly greeting from Dagger. As evil as Dagger was to me, he did always seem friendly to Candy and the kids.

I trailed behind Dagger as we made our way to his office on the mansion’s second floor. The transition from the festive party ambiance to the muted environment of his workspace was immediate. They decorated the rest of the house for the holidays, but the only decoration in the office was a small Christmas tree on the corner table.

Dagger settled into his luxurious leather chair, his fingers drumming impatiently on the mahogany desk. I set the briefcase down, taking out the files we needed for the closeout.

For several minutes, the only sound in the room was the rustle of papers and the distant hum of the party below. It wasn’t long before Dagger’s face contorted into a familiar grimace. “What’s this?” he asked. He pointed at a figure in one report, looked up at me and clinched his jaw and squinted his eyes.


Chapter 100


Ileaned in, scanning the page. My heart sank as I spotted the discrepancy. “It appears to be a minor oversight, Dagger,” I said. “I’ll need to cross-check with our accounts—”

Dagger’s thunderous voice interrupted me. “I expected this to be perfect, Tim. You assured me everything was in order.”

“I understand, Dagger,” I said. I swallowed hard, trying to maintain a calm demeanor. “I can address it, but given the timing, I was hoping to enjoy the evening.”

Dagger’s face reddened, his eyes glaring into mine. “If you walk out that door without resolving this, consider yourself fired.”

I felt my chest tighten, the weight of his words settling heavily. “I promise I’ll sort this out,” I said. My breath quickened as I thought of my family waiting on me downstairs. “This might take hours. My family’s downstairs—”

Dagger stood, his towering presence intensifying the room’s stifling atmosphere. “Your family can wait. Your job might not,” he said. He turned and stomped out of the office.

The door clicked shut, leaving me alone, surrounded by silence and the weight of responsibility. The distant sounds of laughter and music from the party below felt miles away, serving as a cruel reminder of the festivities I was missing with my family. This would have been one of those times I would have walked out and let Dagger beg me to come back. Unfortunately, I knew Dagger would blow up and ruin the Christmas party, as well as scaring the children. And women. And dogs. Hamsters, cats, anyone in earshot. My kids were there too. I had to suck it up and get this done.

Thirty minutes later, the door creaked open, snapping me out of my frustrated trance. Kermit and Harry walked in, their faces looking both concerned and puzzled.

“Tim,” Kermit said. His gentle demeanor always was clear in his voice. “Why are you up here all by yourself when there’s such an awesome party going on?”

Harry chimed in, “Yeah, come on, man. You should be downstairs, enjoying yourself with the rest.”

Before I could reply, Dagger’s imposing figure appeared in the doorway, a wolfish grin on his face. “Yes, Tim, I don’t understand why you’d seclude yourself like this. It’s quite rude to ignore all the guests.”

The irony of Dagger’s statement wasn’t lost on me. But I held my tongue, grateful for Kermit and Harry’s intervention, hoping it might offer a way out.

“Tim’s been working on the closeout,” Kermit said. He glanced at the paperwork strewn across the desk. “But surely, it can wait?”

Dagger’s smirk widened, his eyes never leaving mine. “Of course it can. After all, why should work interfere with a Christmas party? It’s only once a year.”

As Kermit and Harry ushered me out of the office, I felt a momentary relief. But as I approached the staircase, Dagger’s voice sliced through the atmosphere.

He leaned in close, his voice low, the earlier jovial tone replaced by a cold threat. “Remember, you better stay here till you get that sorted out.” Then, with a wicked smile, he turned and headed back to the festivities.

Kermit and Harry continued without me, not realizing I was no longer following. Their intentions had been good, but Dagger’s hold was undeniable. The contrast between the festive sounds and my manipulative circumstances was noticeable.

Each time, the routine was the same. I focused on fixing the issues Dagger pointed out but got interrupted by colleagues trying to get me to come down.

First, it was Marla and Joe, both friendly area managers from Illinois. “Tim,” Marla said, touching my shoulder with genuine concern, “why are you holed up here? There’s a fantastic spread downstairs. You’re missing out.”

“Yeah, I’ve never seen so much food in my life. Come on, take a break,” Joe said. He patted my shoulder and laughed.

And like clockwork, Dagger’s thundering voice would interject, his fake joviality echoing in the spacious room. “Honestly, Tim. Always working. Leave the paperwork and enjoy the party.”

Yet, as soon as they’d leave, with me in tow to join the festivities, Dagger would pull me aside. His eyes, devoid of the earlier warmth, would warn, “Get back up there. You know what you need to do.”

The third interruption came from Lena and Dave, both of whom I’d trained during their initial days at the company. Their expressions mirrored the confusion and concern I’d seen earlier. “Tim,” Lena began, “is everything okay?

“We’ve barely seen you all evening,” Dave said.

And yet again, Dagger played his part to perfection, pretending to be baffled by my absence. “Tim! My man! Why are you hiding away? Come, let’s share a toast!”

But once they were out of earshot, his demeanor shifted. “Finish it, Tim, or you’ll regret it.”

Finally, after what felt like hours, I ironed out the discrepancy. Exhausted but relieved, I headed downstairs. The party was dying down, with only a few clusters of guests chatting quietly. Slower, more somber melodies had replaced the joyful tunes that had earlier filled the air.

Candy looked up as I approached, relief clear in her eyes. “There you are. I was worried. Dagger said you refused to join the party. You were working on the books.”

Colin and Sapphire, tired but awake, ran up to me. “Daddy! You missed the games,” Sapphire said. Her voice tinged with disappointment.

“We saved you some cake, though,” Colin said. “We had a fun time, and we got more presents and candy.”

I kneeled down, pulling them into a tight embrace, filled with regret for the moments missed. “I’m sorry, kids. But I promise we’ll have our own little celebration tomorrow.”

Dagger, noticing my reentry, raised his glass in a mock toast from across the room. “Glad you could finally join us, Tim!”

Suppressing my anger, I nodded, vowing silently that one day, Dagger’s manipulations would end. But for now, I focused on my family, trying to salvage the remnants of the evening.


Chapter 101


The light in Dagger’s office was harsh and made shadows that felt symbolic of our troubled relationship. Dagger leaned back in his opulent leather chair, a smug expression settling on his face as he glanced at Tuesday's paperwork in front of him.

“Tim,” Dagger said. He toyed with a gold pen in his fingers. “I’ve reviewed the numbers. Starting next week, your pay for managing Ohio will be $300 per week.”

My pulse quickened, a mix of genuine frustration and feigned surprise. “Three hundred dollars? Dagger, our original agreement, was 7%, which would be $7,000 per week. Every month you’ve been cutting it by a percentage and now this?”

He smirked, clearly enjoying the power dynamics. “Times change, Tim. Businesses evolve. Adjustments have to be made.”

Struggling to maintain my composure, I replied, “This isn’t an ‘adjustment,’ Dagger. You’re practically stealing from me.”

“Consider it motivation to work harder,” Dagger responded with a sardonic chuckle.

Inside, a silent victory danced in my chest. He didn’t know about the profits I was making from PEEL in all his states, a sum that dwarfed this new pittance he was offering. But outwardly, I held my ground, letting the anger seep through.

“Why am I even doing this job if you keep slashing my pay?” I squinted at Dagger.

Dagger’s eyes flashed with a mix of amusement and irritation. “Because you have no choice, Tim. Remember, there’s always someone ready to take your place.”

A memory of Sheena’s words echoed in my mind: You’ll have to start over with another evil man to learn this lesson. I gritted my teeth, knowing I was bound to this path for now.

Taking a moment to breathe, I tried a different approach. “Dagger, what’s your endgame here? To make me quit? You can’t expect me to manage an entire state for $300.”

His grin widened, revealing a row of white teeth. “Tim, it’s not about the money.. It’s about control. It’s about making sure you understand who’s in charge.”

Summoning all my resolve, I replied, “Then maybe you should reconsider who you’re trying to control, Dagger. Because while you may have the upper hand now, things change.”

Dagger’s eyebrow arched, his curiosity piqued. “Is that a threat, Tim?”

I leaned back in my chair and looked Dagger directly in the eyes. “Just a simple observation.”

Leaving his office that day, I felt the weight of his treachery on my shoulders, but there was also a spark of defiance. Dagger might have reduced my pay, but he hadn’t diminished my spirit or my resolve. And he certainly did not know the control I had over his business with PEEL.


Chapter 102


When I spotted a Bob in the wild over the next two months, I noted the intersection. I logged 50 beggars. That’s an enormous flock of beese. Or is it a gaggle of beese? Occasionally, I'd stop to see if the scripts had changed. They had not. They had a bad back and someone else was going to pick them up.

There must be a lot of money coming in for Alex. Bob #4 told me he made $150 per day, which meant Alex’s half was $3,750 daily. Unless Bob #4 meant his half was $150 per day, which would mean Alex made $7,500 per day. It was an astounding concept.

One Saturday, I saw Nelson. He usually made a hundred bucks a day as one of my average telemarketers. With dirt smudged on his face and a cardboard sign in hand, he stood hunched over with his cardboard sign. Nelson was faking it, as he always showed up with his straight back and well-groomed appearance. I pulled the car over.

“Nelson,” I said. A look of shock crossed Nelson’s face as he looked at me.

“Hi, Tim. What are you doing here?” Nelson asked.

“Why are you begging? You make good money with me?”

“I want to do this for a while.”

“So this explains why you’ve been absent all week. Why are you doing this?” He hung his head again as I stared at him. I repeated, “Why are you doing this?”

“I make $150 a day standing here. It’s easy to do.”

“You’re kidding me. Don’t you have any self-respect? Come back with me.”

“No, I can’t. I have to stay here till 5 o’clock.”

“Why?”

“Alex is the guy who drops me off. He collects his money from me and drives me home.” Nelson looked down at the ground again.

“How much money do you give him?”

“I give him half. We have to give him $50, no matter what.”

“What happens if you work a corner without him?”

“Alex is pretty scary. I don’t think I’d want to try that,” Nelson said. I shook my head and looked around. Looking back at my car, I thought maybe I could shove Nelson in, but that wouldn’t be right. Then I’d be like Dagger.

“So you make $150 per day, and that’s your half? You're collecting $300 per day?”

“Yes, sometimes more.”

“Come back to work tomorrow, then. This can’t be good for your self-respect.”

“Alex says once we’re in, we’re in. We can’t quit.”

“Sounds like the mafia.” I raised one eyebrow.

“Well, maybe it is. I don’t know.”

“Are you still living in the weekly hotel?”

“No, Alex gives us a place to live.” Nelson ran over to pick up a donation and came back. I remembered the abandoned house where Alex had dropped a gaggle of beese.

“Does Alex have you living in abandoned houses?” I asked.

“I guess that’s what they are. They have electricity and water. But no furniture. We sleep on mattresses on the floor.”

“So, does he charge you for that?”

“No. He lets us stay for free.”

“He probably pays nothing for the houses. Do you think he does that, so he has more control over you?”

“Probably. Plus, he threatens to kill us if we leave.”

“Okay, Nelson, come back to work for me whenever you want,” I said. Nelson nodded. I returned to my car. Several of my telemarketers had been missing lately. They may have joined this mafia. How could I get them back?

I had a chilling thought that I might have to get my hands dirty in this situation. Dagger had made people vanish, and I pictured him, a daunting figure who could spread terror with one look, or phone call, and pondering if he could help me remove Alex. But then I questioned myself if I was delving too far and truly becoming evil by aiding Dagger. What kind of person would I become if I asked for Dagger’s help? But Alex was a cruel man who was hurting people. And it would piss off Dagger that Alex was stealing his salespeople. Dagger would handle it, I was sure.


Chapter 103


The evening dimmed as I sat in my car, staring at the silhouette of the old warehouse where Alex held his Bobs. The city’s faded lights glinted off the rear-view mirror, reflecting my anxious face. A hard lump formed in my throat, and my thoughts drifted to Dagger.

“Why are you doing this?” I whispered to myself, recalling Nelson’s fearful eyes.

Dagger’s voice, like a thunderclap, echoed in my mind. Loud, boastful, and menacing, even in memory. I could hear him laughing at a restaurant, not caring about the glares from annoyed diners, loving the discomfort he caused.

“Dagger would know what to do,” I said. I spoke out loud to myself, adjusting the steering wheel.

But then the ghostly faces of two men flashed in my mind. Tony and Harley. Maybe Dagger handled their disappearance. Dagger bragged his hero was Al Capone. That kind of reverence for a notorious gangster spoke volumes about Dagger’s true nature.

I clenched my fists. “Damn it, Tim,” I said. “Is Dagger the answer?”

As if responding, the ghostly wind whispered back, “Dagger... Dagger…”

Suddenly, I felt an urge to pick up my phone. I hesitated. The glowing screen showcased Dagger’s number. I imagined the conversation.

“Hey, Dagger,” I’d say, trying to sound casual.

“Tim,” his voice would boom, always sounding like he knew something I didn’t. “Why the call?”

“There’s someone,” I’d hesitate, “Alex. He’s got some of our salespeople. Uses them to beg at intersections.”

“And you want my help to... *persuade* him?” I could almost hear the smirk.

But what would that persuasion cost? Not only in money, but in morality. And what if Dagger handled it his way? Could I live with that?

My heart raced. I took a deep breath. “This is about saving my people. It’s not about becoming like Dagger,” I said. No one else was there to hear me, but I needed to hear the words.

I continued to battle with the idea of asking Dagger for help. On one hand, he had the means, the influence, and certainly the audacity to confront Alex. But by bringing Dagger into the mix, would I be descending into a world of darkness, possibly becoming a part of it?

The internal tug-of-war continued. I realized that even if Dagger freed my salespeople, the cost might be my conscience.

Feeling the weight of the decision, I closed my eyes and leaned back. The silence was deafening, but it was also a comfort. I needed clarity, and it was going to take some time to find it.


Chapter 104


Sunday, Candy, the kids and I were at the park. Candy and I were watching Colin and Sapphire playing on the jungle gym, while Candy held Avery. My mind wandered toward the tough choice I had to make.

The foremost reason that kept resonating within me to involve Dagger was the safety and well-being of my salespeople. Each time I thought of Nelson’s frightened eyes, or imagined others living in fear, my determination solidified. If Dagger could be the key to liberate them from Alex’s grasp, then shouldn’t I use him? After all, their lives and futures were hanging in the balance, and who was I to risk their safety because of my moral hesitations?

There was no denying that Dagger had resources and connections that I didn’t. I didn’t even know what those connections were. His reputation alone could make people like Alex think twice about their actions. My previous attempts at understanding and intervening in the world of the Bobs had led to little success. Dagger, on the other hand, was familiar with the shadows of the underworld and had likely dealt with far worse than Alex. By aligning with him, even momentarily, I could tap into a network and knowledge that was beyond my grasp.

Though Dagger was a force to be reckoned with, I still held some sway over him, given our business relationship. Not that he'd admit it. By presenting a unified front, we could leverage both our strengths. Dagger’s raw power and my strategic mind might be the perfect combination to outwit Alex. This wasn’t about becoming like Dagger; it was about using our combined might for a greater good. If two adversaries like Dagger and me could come together to defeat a common foe, perhaps there was hope yet. And we could do it without breaking my moral code.

As these reasons merged in my mind, I felt a renewed sense of purpose. My hand hovered over Dagger’s number on my phone. But it was no longer out of fear; it was with a drive to act, for the sake of those who depended on me.

I took a deep breath and dialed Dagger’s number. After a few seconds, that unmistakable thunderclap voice answered, “Tim? This better be good.”

“Dagger,” I said. I steadied my voice. “I need to see you. In person. It’s about our missing salespeople.”

A pause, then a chuckle that held no mirth. “Intriguing. Fine, come over.”


Chapter 105


After we left the park and made it home, I made my way to Dagger’s house and up the long driveway, parking near the entrance.

Dagger was waiting at the door, and he looked more intimidating than usual. His eyes bored into mine, analyzing, judging, perhaps trying to guess what had brought me there.

With no preamble, I began. “I know you were angry about three of our top salespeople that have gone missing. I’ve found them,” I said. Pausing, I collected my thoughts. “It’s Alex. He stole our salespeople.”

Dagger’s brows furrowed, a storm brewing in his eyes. “Who's Alex? And how the hell does he have the nerve to steal my people?”

“He has the nerve, I assume, because he’s not afraid to murder if necessary. At least, he threatens to kill anyone that leaves him. He’s running some underground begging ring,” I said. "I talked to the police, but they said there's nothing they can do. I got the feeling they are afraid of Alex. He’s recruiting our people and forcing them to be Bobs and beg at intersections. Alex is earning thousands a day, and our salespeople are too scared to leave. I’ve seen it myself.”

Dagger leaned against the wall, absorbing the information. “You came here to tell me this because...?”

I hesitated for a split second, then forged ahead. “I think we can handle him. Together. But I need to know where you stand.”

Dagger’s predatory smile returned. “Oh, Tim, you’re finally playing in the big leagues. Let’s see how deep this rabbit hole goes.”

I took a deep breath, my heart racing. “Look, Dagger, I want our people back. But I don’t want violence. Maybe... maybe you could scare him? Let him know what he’s up against if he doesn’t back off.”

Dagger’s eyes, which always had a way of piercing through a person, seemed to scan the depths of my soul. He was silent for what felt like minutes, the weight of the atmosphere growing with every passing second.

Finally, he exhaled audibly. “Tim, I’ve always admired your... optimism. Your belief that words alone can solve things. But people like Alex?” He shook his head. “They don’t understand words, only actions.”

“I just... I don’t want to sink to his level,” I said. The weight of my decision was pressing down on me.

Dagger’s gaze softened. Just a touch. “You’ve always played it clean, Tim. And I respect that. But there’s a reason we’re partners. Sometimes, things need to get a little dirty. You point me to Alex. I’ll handle the rest. You won’t have to be involved.”

The promise in his voice was clear, as was the implication. What would happen next was out of my hands. I had set things in motion, and now they would play out, for better or worse.


Chapter 106


The following day, the sky was overcast, and the streets were oddly quiet as Dagger and I set out. We pulled up to the first intersection, and I pointed out the usual spot where I’d seen Alex drop off one of the Bobs. Even in the car’s silence, Dagger made his presence felt. His large frame was hunched forward, eyes constantly scanning the scene, taking in every detail.

I acted as the guide, my voice occasionally breaking the silence as I gave Dagger the lowdown. “That’s where he drops them off in the morning. He picks them up around five in the evening, every day like clockwork,” I said.

Dagger said little, but his piercing eyes missed nothing. We followed Alex’s van discreetly, tracing his path from one intersection to another. The weight of the situation pressed upon us as I showed him the desolate warehouses and dilapidated houses. “That’s where they stay,” I said. I looked at Dagger to see his reaction. “Alex gives them shelter there, but it’s only a ploy. They’re practically trapped.”

The atmosphere inside the car was thick when I described the hefty bag of cash I’d witnessed Alex carrying. “He takes half of their earnings and then controls their lives.”

We ended our reconnaissance at a dimly lit bar. Soft murmurs of its regular patrons filled the air. We heard the clinking of glasses, and the distant hum of a jukebox. As we settled into a corner booth, I could feel Dagger’s aura casting a shadow even in the dim room. People gave our table a wide berth, sensing the seriousness of our conversation even if they couldn’t hear the specifics.

We both needed the drink. The weight of what we had witnessed and the steps we were about to take pressed down on us. With every detail I had shared, the lines of Dagger’s face seemed to deepen, his resolve hardening. Whatever came next was going to be a game changer.

Three days after our surveillance of Alex’s operations, my phone buzzed with a call from Dagger. The weighty silence between us spoke volumes before he finally instructed, “Meet me at the Brass Rail.”

The Brass Rail was a dim pub, its air thick with years of memories and conversations. As the door creaked open, I scanned the room and spotted Dagger in a corner booth. To my surprise, sitting across from him were Nelson, Bruce, and Howard. Relief washed over me at the sight of my missing salespeople.

I slid into the booth, my eyes darting between Dagger and my sales team. “Are they... free?” The question hung in the air, thick.

Dagger’s eyes met mine, his face unreadable. With a single nod, he confirmed, “They’re free.”

The room seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief, but there was a question burning in the back of my mind. “Will Alex be... coming back for them?” I asked. I frowned.

Nelson, Bruce, and Howard exchanged nervous glances, their eyes betraying a hint of something unspoken. Dagger, his voice deep, resonating like a distant storm, answered. “Alex won’t be coming for anyone ever again.”

The weight of that statement hung in the room, its implications clear. As I looked into Dagger’s eyes, I realized some prices were higher than others. The debt of freedom had been paid, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the full extent of its cost.

Over the subsequent weeks, the streets of Columbus remained dotted with familiar faces — the beggars I had once approached, hoping to offer an escape. Yet, now, I’d find my foot pressing harder on the gas, consciously avoiding any interaction. The intersections no longer felt like places of hope or intervention, but a reminder of the consequences of my actions.

Every so often, out of the corner of my eye, I’d glimpse a car stopping to collect the day’s earnings from the Bobs. It wasn’t the same vehicle that Alex drove, and the man at the wheel was no longer Alex. The realization that the begging operation hadn’t ended but merely transitioned to new leadership weighed heavily on me.

Every night, as I lay in bed, the shadow of what I might have indirectly caused hovered over my conscience. My intentions had been pure, but had they truly made a difference? A sinking feeling settled deep within me — in trying to dismantle a system, I had only scratched the surface. If one leader fell, another would rise to take their place. The real question haunted me: What was the purpose of eliminating a single leader when the system itself remained unchanged? I fell asleep as I pondered.


Chapter 107
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The sun begins its descent, casting long shadows across the vast wheat field adjacent to the farm. Golden hues from the setting sun shimmer on the wheat, making it appear as if the field is alive with a sea of amber waves. The gentle breeze causes the stalks to sway rhythmically, whispering the ancient secrets of the land.

Nearby, the barn stands tall, its wooden walls weathered by the years, but still sturdy and strong. Its large doors are slightly ajar, revealing hints of hay bales stacked neatly inside. Swallows dart in and out, their silhouettes contrasting with the fiery backdrop of the sky. The gentle mooing of cows and the distant clucking of chickens fill the air with a lulling, homely chorus.

Beside the barn, under an old oak tree, is a rustic wooden bench. As the world bathes in the soft, golden light, Sheena appears, sitting gracefully on the bench. Her presence adds a serene, ethereal quality to the scene. Her long, flowing dress seems to blend with the surroundings, and her hair, kissed by the hues of the sunset, glows with a soft luminescence.

Approaching her, the aroma of freshly cut hay and the earthy scent of the soil are intoxicating. Everything feels heightened, as if nature itself held its breath for this meeting.

Sheena's wise eyes meet mine, welcoming me to join her in this peaceful moment away from the world's complexities.

“Sheena,” I say. I swallow, the weight of my actions heavy in my voice. “You know what I did with Alex and Dagger?”

“Yes, Timothy Tibb. I do.”

“I need to know if what I did was immoral. Did I make the right choice?”

There is a brief silence before she speaks. “Tim, you acted out of concern and love for those you saw suffering. Releasing those men from captivity, giving them a chance to live without fear, that was a noble act.”

“But Sheena,” I say. “What about Alex? And the system that remains? Have I made a difference, or have I only paved the way for another like him?”

Sheena’s energy seems to glow brighter as she speaks. The gravity of this conversation does not escape me. “Life is an intricate web of choices and consequences, Timothy. Every action, no matter how small or large, sends ripples into the universe. While you did free those men from their immediate captor, the larger system remains, as does the cycle of power and control. It’s a testament to the complexity of human nature and society.”

I take a deep breath, absorbing her words. “So, did I do more harm than good?”

Sheena hesitates for a moment. “It’s not always black and white, Tim. Your intentions were pure, and that matters. But as you’ve seen, our actions have consequences, both foreseen and unforeseen. The key is to learn from them and move forward, continuously seeking wisdom and understanding.”

My eyes glisten as I process her guidance. While the path ahead is unclear, and the weight of my decisions still rests on my shoulders. I don’t have a simple answer if what I did was moral. But maybe Sheena believes I must answer that on my own.
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Chapter 108


Sitting in my office, my phone’s shrill ringtone cut through the silence.

“It’s Dale,” Sheena said. “You need to answer.”

I picked it up. “Dale?”

“Tim... I need you,” Dale’s voice sounded faint and weary. “Please come... to Merrillville.”

“Why?” I asked. “What’s happened?”

“I’m deathly ill, Tim,” Dale said. His voice trembled. “I have little time left. I need to see you.”

I sat back in my chair, taken aback. Dale had always been my adversary, competing fiercely for everything. “Why me, Dale?” I asked. I tried to make sense of his plea. “You’ve always considered me your enemy.”

There was a pause on the other end, punctuated by Dale’s labored breathing. “I know,” he said. His voice became even weaker. “But Tim... you’re the only one left. Everyone’s gone. You’re the only one alive who can visit me.”

His words tugged at my heartstrings. Regardless of our past, no one deserved to be alone in their last moments.

“Dale,” I said. I was still trying to process everything. “Why me?”

A deep sigh came from Dale. “Tim, through all our rivalries, arguments, and disagreements, I realize you’re the only one who truly understood me. I remember all the kind words you said to me. I remember you defending me against Dagger. You kept my business and legacy in Indiana alive. You’ve honored the royalty to me for Indiana. You’ve become... my best friend in a strange way.”

This revelation caught me off guard. “Have you reached out to Dagger? He’s been your partner for years.”

Dale coughed softly. “I did, but he outright refused. Said he couldn’t bear to see me like this.”

Dagger’s cruelty, though not surprising, angered me. “All right, Dale,” I said, “I’ll be there soon.”

Concerned by the desperation in his voice, I packed a few essentials and made the drive to Merrillville. As I approached Dale’s house, the sky seemed to darken. Finding the door unlocked, I entered. I found Dale frail and weakened, a mere shadow of the vibrant man he once was. He was much worse than the last time Dagger and I had visited him to take over the Indiana offices.

“I’m here, Dale,” I said.

Dale coughed and smiled weakly. “Thank you for coming, Tim. You’ve always been my best friend. You were the only person who cared about me,” he said.

“How can you say that after all we’ve been through?” I asked. I was confused and concerned.

“I know, Tim. All those things I did, the attacks, they weren’t... they weren’t me. The darkness, it took over.” He paused, taking a labored breath. “I regret it all.”

“So you remember the attacks? You said you didn’t know what I was talking about. I assumed you attacked while you were sleeping.”

“Yes, that’s right. For a long time, I didn’t know. But at the end, the memories came to me after I awoke.” Dale seemed saddened by the memory.

“Can you forgive me?” Dale asked.

I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t do that. That was huge. I wanted to be his friend all those years, but now it was so late in his life.

“Yes, Dale. I do forgive you.”

“Thank you. I want to enter eternity with your blessing. Thank you.”

“Dale, I forgive you for all of it. You can have peace now.”


Chapter 109


For three days, I stayed with Dale, making sure he was comfortable. But I knew constantly that my business and my family needed attending to. So, despite not wanting to leave Dale’s side, I decided it was best if I contacted Dagger and asked him to come sit with Dale.

However, much to my surprise, Dagger refused the request stating that someone else should be given the opportunity instead of him. Opportunity? Dagger was cruel. He said he couldn’t bear witness to Dale’s suffering; he said that if Dale was going to die, then he wanted it to be in peace, with no one around him during his last moments alive. I was shocked, again, at Dagger’s cruel attitude.

Dale had spent his days sleeping. He only knew I was there on rare occasions when he awoke, begging me not to leave him alone.

Dale needed to be looked after and receive medical attention, more than I could provide. So, I called the Dayton Ohio veterans’ hospital. They agreed to come pick up Dale so that he could receive proper care from those qualified to take on a sick veteran like Dale. It was the least I could do for my new friend.

The ambulance arrived and took Dale to the hospital. I watched with a heavy heart. The years of returning Dale’s energy brought him to his death. I had once scoffed at the idea of being friends with someone like Dale, yet here I was pouring out my heart and soul for him as they took him to his deathbed.

It was a bittersweet moment, one filled with sorrow yet peace because I knew Dale would get the care he needed in these last days of his life. Yet it was my fault he was dying.

I wished I could have done more for him. I wished that the years of returning Dale’s energy hadn’t brought him to his demise. But it was his time, and I had no other choice but to accept it.

As the ambulance drove away, tears began streaming down my face. I whispered my last goodbyes to a man who had changed my life.

Two weeks later, my phone rang. “It’s Dagger,” Sheena said. I picked up the phone.

“Hello, Dagger,” I said.

“Tim,” Dagger’s voice sounded less arrogant and slightly subdued, a tone I had never heard from him before. “I called the veterans’ hospital to check on Dale. He’s passed away.”

A heavy silence hung between us. Dale and I had our differences, but news of his death weighed heavily on me.

“You actually cared to call and check on him?” I finally said, a hint of surprise in my voice.

There was a brief pause before Dagger replied, “Despite everything, he was my business partner. It felt like the decent thing to do.”

Though I found it hard to believe Dagger could have any sense of decency, I was grateful he took the initiative. It offered a glimpse into a side of Dagger I had never seen, even if only for a fleeting moment.
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A moment of respect:

Name: Dale A Lewis

Death Age: 39

Birth Date: 9 Aug 1955

Service Start Date: 29 May 1973

Service End Date: 9 May 1974

Death Date: 13 Dec 1994

Interment Date: 16 Dec 1994

Interment Place: Ohio, USA

Cemetery Address: VA Medical Center 4100 West Third Street Dayton, OH 45428

Cemetery: Dayton National Cemetery

Plot: Section 24 Site 1381

Notes: Amn Us Air Force Vietnam
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Chapter 110


The late afternoon sun cast a golden hue over the backyard, its warmth softened by a gentle breeze. I stood by the grill, the tantalizing aroma of hotdogs wafting into the air. The rhythmic chirping of crickets and the sizzling of meat on the grill created a serene, almost idyllic soundscape. The smoke spiraled upward, dissipating into the blue expanse above.

From the corner of my eye, I could see the children’s toys scattered across the lawn, remnants of earlier play. For a moment, I reveled in the peace, lost in thoughts about the simple joys of family life. That was until a piercing scream broke through the calm.

“Candy?” My heart raced as I abandoned the grill, hotdogs forgotten. Rushing towards the house, the door swung open to reveal a chaotic scene. Candy was angry and shouting at Colin and Sapphire, who were hiding behind the sofa. The new baby, nestled in his carrier, cried from the sheer volume of the confrontation.

“Candy,” I said. “What’s going on?”

She spun towards me, her eyes red-rimmed and wild. “I can’t take it anymore, Tim. They don’t listen. It’s too much!” Her voice was thick with frustration and anguish.

I quickly moved between her and the kids, attempting to defuse the situation. “Calm down,” I whispered, placing a gentle hand on her trembling shoulder. “Let’s not take it out on them.”

Sapphire’s voice quivered, “Daddy, we just wanted to play...”

Candy’s anger faded slightly, replaced with a look of exhaustion. “They’re so loud, Tim. I can’t think straight. The baby, the chores, the noise... it’s all too much.”

I took a deep breath. The tension in the room was unmistakable. “I’ve told you, screaming at them isn’t the solution.”

“It’s every day, Tim. Every single day! You don’t understand the pressure I feel. Ever since I became pregnant, and now with the baby here, it’s like I’m drowning.” Her voice broke, tears streaming down her face.

I pulled her into a tight embrace, letting her grief wash over her. “We’ll get through this together,” I said. “You’re not alone.”

She sobbed into my chest, letting out the pent-up emotions. The kids approached cautiously, their eyes still fearful. Sapphire gently touched her mother’s hand while Colin looked up at me, seeking reassurance.

I nodded at him, silently communicating that things would be OK. “Let’s all sit down and talk,” I said. I guided Candy to the couch. The scene from moments ago was a stark reminder of the struggles she was facing, a cry for help that couldn’t be ignored.

I gently brushed Candy’s hair behind her ear as we sat on the couch. “You know, maybe it’s time we considered getting some help around the house.”

She looked up at me, her eyes red and swollen from crying. “What do you mean?”

“I mean hiring someone to help with the cleaning, maybe even a part-time nanny for the kids. Someone who can ease your workload, give you some breathing space,” I said.

Candy hesitated, her pride clear. “I should be able to handle our home and children, Tim.”

I cupped her face, ensuring our eyes met. “Honey, it’s not a question of capability. Everyone has their limits, and there’s no shame in asking for help when needed.”

She sighed, leaning into my hand. “I don’t want to feel like I’m failing.”

“You’re not failing, but right now, you’re overwhelmed. And we need to find a solution, for your sake, for our children’s, and for our family.”

She nodded, a few tears still escaping. “OK, let’s look into hiring some help.”

The weight seemed to lift off her shoulders a little, a hint of hope returning to her eyes.


Chapter 111


The next evening, the sun cast a warm glow over our dining table as I spread out the local newspapers. “Okay, let’s write this ad.” I pulled out a pen and notepad.

“How about, ‘Looking for a reliable and experienced nanny and housekeeper for a loving family of five? Must be comfortable with three young children and have excellent references.’?” Candy read aloud from across the table.

“Sounds perfect. Let’s add, ‘Flexible hours focusing primarily on weekday help’,” I added.

Candy nodded. “All right, let’s get this posted.”

The next week was a whirlwind of phone calls and scheduling interviews. Before we knew it, Saturday arrived, and our living room transformed into an impromptu interview area. Candy had lined up three potential candidates.

First was Mrs. Wilson, a stern-looking woman with gray hair pulled into a tight bun. Her experience was impressive, having worked with several local families. But her rigid demeanor made the children uneasy, especially little Sapphire.

Then came Rosa, a bubbly young woman who had recently completed her degree in child psychology. She clicked instantly with Colin and Sapphire, playing a quick game with them. But her lack of housekeeping experience was a drawback.

Finally, we met Elena. A middle-aged woman with a kind face, gentle voice, and an innate warmth about her. She had been a nanny and housekeeper for over fifteen years, and her previous employers spoke highly of her. Plus, she had a calming effect on Candy, which I took as a good sign.

As Elena described her experience, Candy seemed more and more impressed. “I believe in creating a bond with the children,” Elena said, “making sure they feel safe and loved. And for the household duties, I always ensure that the house feels like a home – clean, organized, and peaceful.”

Candy and I exchanged a look, both feeling that Elena might be the perfect fit.

Once the interviews concluded, Candy sighed. “I liked Elena. She seems genuine, experienced, and the kids seemed to warm up to her.”

“Yes, I agree. She has a certain calmness that I think will be beneficial for our household. Shall we give her a trial run?”

Candy nodded, “Yes, let’s.”

And so, Elena became a part of our family’s daily rhythm, providing much-needed support and giving Candy the space and time she needed to heal.


Chapter 112


It was a late evening in Cincinnati. I was just wrapping things up at the sales office, preparing to settle down in the hotel, when I gave Candy a quick call, checking on the kids.

But to my surprise, when the call was answered, it wasn’t Candy’s familiar voice but Elena’s.

“Hello? Tim?”

“Elena? Why do you have Candy’s phone? Where’s Candy?”

Elena hesitated, and in that silence, my heart sank. “Candy... She left on an overnight trip. She asked me to take care of the children.”

My mind raced. Candy leaving the kids? And with Elena? We’d trusted Elena with household chores and occasional babysitting, but an overnight stay? And why didn’t she tell me?

“Why didn’t she call me?" I asked. "Did she leave a note or something?”

“I’m sorry, Tim. She just left me this phone, so I can reach out to you if needed. She didn’t mention where she was going or why.”

My pulse quickened. “All right. I’m coming home. Make sure the kids are safe.”

I hastily gathered my things, my mind filled with a whirlpool of questions and concerns. As I drove, the night seemed to stretch longer and the roads endless. Every scenario played in my mind. What if she’s in trouble? What if someone’s threatening her? And why leave her phone at home?

Each mile I covered felt like ten. My hands gripped the wheel so tight that they hurt. Colin, Sapphire, and little Avery... Candy adored them. She wouldn’t leave without a good reason.

I remembered Candy’s stress lately, especially after Avery’s birth. The late nights, the endless chores. Maybe it all became too much. But leaving the kids? It made little sense.

“Maybe she needed some time alone, some space to breathe,” I said. I spoke out loud, hoping to find some comfort.

I recalled Candy talking about her childhood, growing up on that Wyoming farm. How she'd sometimes wander the open fields, seeking solitude and peace when life got tough. But this wasn’t a Wyoming farm; this was the real world with real consequences. And we had responsibilities, commitments.

A myriad of feelings consumed me: fear, anger, concern, guilt. Why hadn’t I noticed earlier? Why hadn’t I been more understanding?

As the lights of Gahanna came into view, the reality of it all hit me. Whatever the reason, whatever the cause, I had to be there for Candy. And I had to make sure our kids were safe.

Finally, our home loomed ahead. The porch lights illuminated the driveway. Taking a deep breath, I parked the car.



Chapter 113


Upon entering the house, I saw Colin and Sapphire playing together quietly in the living room, while Elena cradled Avery in her arms. They seemed safe, happy even, but the weight on my chest didn’t lift.

“Tim,” Elena said. She seemed worried. “They’ve been asking for Candy, but I told them she had some work to do.”

I forced a smile, more for the kids’ sake than anything. “Thanks, Elena. You can head home now. I appreciate your help tonight.”

She nodded, handing over Avery, and after saying her goodbyes to the children, she left.

I prepared a bottle of formula for Avery, watching as his little eyes drifted to sleep. After placing him gently into his crib, I tucked Sapphire and Colin into bed, reassuring them that everything was OK and that Mommy would be back soon.

After ensuring that the kids were sound asleep, I went downstairs. I sat on the couch, both phones next to me, staring at them, hoping that one would light up with a call or a message from Candy. Hours ticked by, but there was only silence.

By 2:00 AM, with heavy eyelids and a heart full of worry, I decided it was best to get some sleep. Grabbing both phones, I made my way to the bedroom, placing them on the nightstand. Sleep was fitful, filled with dreams of Candy and the sound of her laughter, only to jolt awake and realize she wasn’t there.

The first light of dawn had barely broken when the sound of the front door opening woke me from my restless slumber. Springing out of bed, I rushed downstairs, my heart racing.

There she was, Candy, looking weary and disheveled, but otherwise safe. I didn’t know whether to hug her or ask a million questions. For now, I just stood there, relief washing over me.

“Where have you been?” I asked. I whispered, trying to keep my emotions in check.

Candy looked away, avoiding my eyes. “It’s... It was just something I needed to do.”

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. “You can’t just disappear, Candy. Not without a word, leaving our kids behind. It’s not right.”

She looked up, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “You think I wanted this? You think I wanted to feel so trapped and overwhelmed that I felt the need to escape, even just for a night?”

“Candy,” I said. I swallowed hard. “Was... were you with someone else?”

She looked taken aback. “You think I was having an affair?”

I shrugged, raising my palms up. “I don’t know what to think. All I know is that you weren’t here, with our children, with me.”

She took a deep breath; her face a mask of pain. “I never thought you’d be home. I thought I’d come back, send Elena home, and you’d never know.”

“That’s not the point. Even if I hadn’t come home, it’s not right.”

“You go out overnight all the time, Tim.” She frowned and raised her voice.

I felt a surge of frustration. “For work, Candy. And I don’t do it every night. Three or four times a week at most. But I always call. I always let you know where I am, and I always answer if you ring.”

She looked down, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I just... I needed a break.”

We stood there, our whispered words hanging heavily in the air.

“Candy, I need to know where you were and who you were with.”

She hesitated, biting her lip. “It’s... It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me. You left our kids, you left me worried sick. I deserve to know.”

She sighed, looking defeated. “Fine. I went to a party. In Akron.”

My eyebrows shot up. “A party? Why? And who was there?”

Candy hesitated, her eyes darting to the side as if she was contemplating how much to reveal. “Just... some friends.”

“But why? Why now? And why didn’t you tell me?” I pressed.

She looked away, her voice barely above a whisper. “I didn’t think you’d understand.”

“That’s not fair, Candy. You didn’t even give me a chance,” I said. It was my turn to frown.

“I don’t want to talk about it. Just... leave it.”
The weight of her silence settled between us, and it left me grappling with a mix of emotions - worry, anger, confusion. What had driven Candy to this point, and what had happened in Akron?

“Do you feel up to watching the kids?” I asked. My gaze scanned her disheveled appearance. “Or have you been up all night?”

Candy met my eyes, squinting, though I noticed the dark circles under hers. “I got some rest. I’m not helpless, Tim.”

Without another word, I headed upstairs. I took a longer shower than usual, letting the hot water soothe my nerves. Afterward, I shaved and dressed for work. 



Chapter 114


When I returned to the kitchen, the tightness in my chest returned, urging me to confront the suspicions that had formed in my mind.

I couldn’t keep it in any longer. “Candy, I can’t help but think you were... cheating on me,” I said. My voice trembled. My heart did a flip flop.

She looked at me; her eyebrows drawn down, her jaw set, her lips pressed together. “You can think whatever you want, Tim.”

“I’m just trying to understand, Candy! Why aren’t you talking to me?”

Her anger reached a boiling point. “You’re always away, Tim! Leaving me here to manage everything on my own. You don’t get to judge me.”

I inhaled deeply, trying to maintain control. “I need to head to the Whitehall office,” I said. I attempted to keep my voice even. “Maybe when I return, we can discuss this calmly.”

But as I opened the front door to leave, Candy’s fury erupted. In a flash, she was behind me. I felt an incredible force crash into my spine, knocking the breath out of me. It was Candy’s fist, powerful from her years on the farm. The impact sent me crashing onto the porch, dazed.

Before I could even grasp what had happened, I heard the slam of the door and the turn of the lock. Lying on the cold concrete surface, the realization hit me: Candy had locked me out.

Pain radiated through my back. I couldn’t move. Every breath felt labored, each movement causing a fresh jolt of agony. The few minutes felt like hours, and questions swirled in my mind. What have Candy and I come to? Was it all spiraling out of control?

After what seemed an eternity but was about 10 minutes, I overcame my pain. I grunted as I carefully stood, hoping I was not damaging myself further. I winced. I needed to go to the emergency room.

As I entered the hospital, the bright fluorescent lights and bustling activity surrounded me. The intake nurse saw my hunched posture and pained expression and waved me to her desk. “What happened?” she asked.

“My wife and I had an argument. She... hit me hard on my back.” It embarrassed me to admit it.

Nodding sympathetically, the nurse directed me to a room where she asked me to change into a patient gown. The cold, sterile room was a stark contrast to the warmth of my home, but I was grateful for the possibility of relief.

Soon after, a person I assumed was a nurse because of their uniform entered the room. “Hello, Tim. Can you tell me exactly what happened?” she asked.

“My wife struck me on my back during an argument.”

The nurse took some notes, and shortly after, doctors arrived to examine me. They eased me onto the examination table, feeling for any areas of particular concern. Then they sent me for x-rays.

After some time, a doctor returned, a clipboard in hand. “Tim,” he began, “We’ve looked at your x-rays. Thankfully, there are no fractures. However, there’s significant swelling. You’ll need to take it easy for a while and use cold packs to reduce the inflammation.”

I shifted on the bed, still processing the recent events, when I heard the door creak open. Two police officers, one male with a sturdy build and close-cropped hair, and the other female, tall and slender, entered the room. Their uniforms and badges glistened under the bright hospital lights.


Chapter 115


The female officer introduced herself first. “Good morning, Mr. Drobnick. I’m Officer Reyes, and this is Officer Mitchell. The doctors informed us of the incident, and we need to get some details from you.”

“All right,” I said. This situation shocked me. I didn't expect the police.

Officer Mitchell pulled out a small notepad. “Please, provide us with a detailed walk-through of what happened.”

I took a deep breath and explained the morning's events in detail, including the argument, Candy's increasing emotions, and the physical altercation.

The officers exchanged a glance. Officer Reyes gently inquired, “Mr. Drobnick, given the circumstances, would you like to file a report and press charges against your wife?”

“I... I can’t press charges,” I said. I looked down at the hospital bed sheets. “We have kids. I can’t take their mom away from them.”

Officer Reyes leaned forward, concern etching her face. “Mr. Drobnick, we understand your situation, but we need to ask: do you believe your children are in any immediate danger?”

I whiffed my head. “No, she’s never laid a hand on the kids. I’ve never even seen her spank them. She does scream at them sometimes, though.”

Officer Mitchell scribbled something in his notebook. “Screaming? Was this a common occurrence?”

I sighed, thinking back to the countless times I’d come home to an overwhelmed Candy, frustrated and lashing out verbally at the kids. “It started happening more frequently after our youngest was born. Candy was under so much pressure, so I thought hiring Elena, a housekeeper and part-time nanny, would help. But it didn’t.”

Officer Reyes exchanged a glance with Officer Mitchell. “It’s essential for the safety of everyone involved you weigh your options. It might help to seek some counseling or therapy for both you and your wife.”

I nodded, absorbing her words. “I know. I just want things to be okay again.”

Officer Mitchell spoke up, his voice gentle. “Mr. Drobnick, it’s clear you care deeply for your family. But right now, you need to focus on ensuring everyone’s safety. Emotional and mental well-being are just as important as physical safety.”

I looked down, feeling a weight on my chest. “I know. I just never expected things to spiral like this.”

Officer Reyes put a comforting hand on my arm. “Most people don’t. But you’re taking the right steps by seeking help. We can connect you with some resources that can guide you.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “I just want what’s best for my kids. I’ll try to convince Candy to go to counseling with me.”

“We understand,” Officer Mitchell said. “But remember, taking care of them also means taking care of yourself. If you’re not in a good place, it’s hard to be there for them fully. Are you sure you don't want to press charges?”

As I sat in the sterile hospital room, the officers waiting for an answer, my thoughts were a mighty storm. I had to decide, but it didn’t affect only me. It affected our children as well.

I knew I should press charges. I had an injury, and the children witnessed Candy’s attack on me. They had endured her angry tirades.

As I wrestled with this choice, a deep internal struggle raged. Why couldn’t I just leave Candy? I left her after one year of marriage. I took her home to her parent’s farm. I refused to take her back until she tricked me into believing she was pregnant. She knew I valued children above all else. She knew I would never abandon them.

Candy never believed in me, she downplayed anything I tried to do in business, I couldn’t trust her with money, she cheated on me with other men, there were so many reasons to be away from her. And for so many reasons, I would be happy if I left her.

But there were the children. I would never abandon them under any circumstances. If I left, they were going to come with me. I also knew it would break their hearts if I tore them away from their mother. I couldn’t imagine Candy would allow me to take them. She would fight me in court and make me pay for the attorney.

I couldn’t bear the thought of breaking up the family before the kids were grown. I had secretly thought for years that as soon as the youngest turned 18, I would leave Candy.

No, it wasn’t about my happiness. All that mattered was the children. Maybe Candy would agree to counseling soon, and then she would stop screaming at the children. I could put up with her abuse as long as the children were safe, and she treated them well.

I shook my head. “I don't want to file charges. But thank you, both of you.”

As the officers left, I took a deep breath, trying to process everything. I knew I had to confront the problems head-on, but it was a daunting task. I just hoped that with time, patience, and maybe some outside help, Candy and I could create a safe, loving environment for our children.


Chapter 116


Iwas in too much pain to visit my offices, so I went back home. Walking through the door, I noticed the house was unusually calm. The kids were in high spirits, their innocent laughter echoing through the hallway. Candy was in the kitchen, her back towards me, feeding Avery. She didn’t acknowledge my presence, but I didn’t have the energy to start the conversation either.

The aching in my back intensified with each step I took, reminding me of the earlier altercation. Picking up a cold pack I had bought from the pharmacy, I decided it was best to rest for a bit. “Candy,” I called out softly, “I’m going to lie down upstairs.”

She didn’t respond. The silence was deafening.

I made my way to the staircase, but before I could reach the first step, Colin and Sapphire, delighted to see me home, ran towards me with gleeful enthusiasm. They tried to jump on me, but I cradled them at arm’s length.

“Daddy’s back is very sore, sweeties. How about we lay on the bed together, but no jumping, okay?” I suggested, trying my best to keep the pain out of my voice.

The two nodded in agreement, their excitement still clear in their wide eyes. We slowly made our way upstairs, and I could hear the soft giggles and whispers of the two siblings planning what games they could play while lying down. As we settled on the bed, their innocent presence brought a brief, comforting relief to my troubled mind.

Lying there with my children, a mix of emotions washed over me. On one hand, I felt warmth and protection being surrounded by Colin and Sapphire’s innocent laughter. But a shadow lingered over me, an unknown fear I hadn’t felt before — a fear of Candy. My heart, never fearing violence from her, was now tainted with worry and doubt. How could the woman I love, the mother of my children, inflict such harm?

I pondered what I could do. But what options did I have? Candy had never shown this side of her before. Maybe it was the stress? Maybe she was going through something I didn’t understand? Either way, the only thing that seemed logical was to keep her happy, to avoid any triggers that might set her off.

My thoughts drifted to the violet egg. Sheena showed me out to use it against outside malevolent forces, bouncing away any evil intentions that threatened us. To evict evil. But now, I faced a conundrum. The power of the egg protected those within it, and Candy was very much inside that protection with the rest of us. The evil was inside the egg. I couldn’t use the egg against her. And I wouldn’t, anyway. She’s the mother of my children.

My mind raced with potential solutions. But, for now, the immediate solution seemed clear: I needed to be there for my children and try to navigate my relationship with Candy with caution.

Every creak of the floor, every subtle movement from downstairs sent a shiver down my spine. I clung to the hope that, in time, things would get better. But as nightfall approached, and the shadows grew longer, that hope seemed more and more distant.


Chapter 117


Monday night, my injured back left me in pain. It was hard to concentrate. Sammie didn’t show up for work. She never missed work before. I called her house to see if she was there, but nobody answered. So I did the work myself. I hadn’t realized how much I missed her until she was gone. The Monday night TV lineup was impressive. We laughed and talked about all kinds of things. We had become good friends. I was looking forward to talking with her about how Candy had attacked me. She was the only person on the planet I could confide in about such a sensitive matter.

The night passed like cold molasses, with only myself to keep me company. Without the sarcastic banter filling the room, everything was empty. There were no more jokes or stories shared between us.

I called her again the next day, but she didn’t reply. I worried that something might have happened to her. After not hearing from her for three days, I asked Pete, her oldest son, to check on her.

I didn’t hear from Pete, but after three hours, I received a call from Dagger.

“Tim here,” I said as I picked up the phone.

“Timmy, Sammie’s in the hospital. You should come see her.”

“What happened?”

“She was delirious and sweating when Pete went to check on her. He picked her up to take her to the hospital, but she cried, ‘No, just let me die. Just let me die. I want to see Tito.’ Fortunately, he ignored her, and drove her to the emergency room.”

“Oh, my God. Is she going to be OK?”

“The doctors say she’s had pneumonia for days. If she had come in earlier, they could have treated her and she’d be ok. But now…” Dagger’s voice trailed off. I heard him clear his throat. “Timmy, come now. I know she’s become quite fond of you,” Dagger said. That was odd. Dagger never showed concern about anybody. I realized Sammie was his wife’s mother, but still. That was odd. I explained to Candy what was going on and drove alone to the hospital. The family was in the hallway. I went to Dagger.

Dagger tried to keep his tears from flowing, but I could see the moisture in his eyes. Rita was crying, sniffing, and blowing into a tissue. She was pale and quiet, her eyes red from tears. She looked up at me with a sad, weary smile as I walked in.

The three boys were standing in a cluster, trying to figure out what was happening. I had never realized how much Sammie meant to them. She was their rock, their glue that held them together. They felt lost and unmoored without her.

The air was tense. Everyone feared what might happen to Sammie, even Dagger seemed helpless and scared. His face said it all: he knew this could be bad.

“I arrived as fast as I could. Dagger, how’s she doing?” I asked.

“Doctors will be out to talk to us soon,” Dagger said. We sat down together to wait. Within a few minutes, the doctor came out and took Dagger and Rita aside. His face was sad as he talked. Rita burst into tears. Dagger shook his head and put his arm around Rita. The doctor left after a few words. My curiosity was piqued, but I waited rather than interrupt their conversation. Soon they came back to talk to us.

“Sammie has gone into a coma. He doesn’t know how long she’ll be in it,” Dagger said.

“Do they have any idea if she’s going to survive?” I asked.

“They can’t say right now, but they’re monitoring her. He said what happens in the next 24 hours is crucial.” I sat with the family for another hour. I couldn’t help but notice Sammie’s sons Pete, Jacob, and Keith with fear and worry etched on their faces.

“Timmy, go home. We’ll call you if there're any changes,” Dagger said.

“I thought I should be here with you guys,” I said.

“We need to be alone,” Dagger said. I understood. I got up to leave and Dagger walked me out.

“Timmy, thanks for coming. It means a lot to the family,” Dagger said. He shook my hand.

“Of course. Please let me know what you need.”

“We’ll call you if anything changes.”

“Can I get you something before I leave?” I asked.

“The boys will take care of it.” He stared out the window with hollow eyes.

“I will pray for her,” I said.

“I appreciate that, Timmy. Sammie always appreciated your friendship.” Dagger turned to go back to his family.

I watched him walk away, his shoulders slumped and head down. I had never seen Dagger show any sign of concern to anyone other than himself. It was a strange sight to behold. He had become a caring man who was concerned for his wife’s mother. As I drove home, my heart went out to the family, and I said a silent prayer for Sammie’s recovery. Perhaps Dagger would become a good man. When I got home, I updated Candy on Sammie’s situation.

The next day, I went to the hospital to check on Sammie. The nurse said she was still in a coma. Every day I went to see her. As I sat by her bed, I talked to her. I told her about my day and what was going on with work. I told her about Candy injuring me, and our troubles. I even brought her some flowers. It felt strange reading to her when she couldn’t respond to the book I had brought. But maybe she could hear me, so I continued to read.

I was worried that she wouldn’t survive. But even if things didn’t look good, I clung to hope that one day she'd wake up and everything would be all right again.

Rita was there on the fifth day. “Hi, Timmy. Thanks for coming to see her,” she said.

“How is she doing?” I asked.

“There’s been no change. The doctors don’t like it. We’re waiting now,” Rita said.

“I’m so sorry, Rita. Please let me know if I can help,” I said.

“Thanks, Timmy. Being here means a lot to us. Dagger appreciates it too. He doesn’t show it, but I know he does.”

We sat in silence for a while. Then Rita spoke again. “Timmy, you can do something for us.”

“Anything, name it,” I said.

“We’re Catholic, and we believe in the power of prayer. Please pray for Sammie?” Rita asked.

“Of course, I’d be happy to. I have been every day,” I said.

“Thank you, Timmy.” Tears flowed from Rita’s eyes as she pressed a tissue to her face. We sat without talking anymore.
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Wednesday, seven days after Sammie went into a coma, Dagger called.

“Hi, Dagger,” I said.

“Timmy, it’s not good news. The doctors say Sammie’s brain is dead. They want us to take her off life support.” The tone in Dagger’s voice reflected genuine sadness. “You should tell her goodbye.”

“We’ll come now. See you soon.”

Candy, the kids and I went to the hospital. As Rita sobbed uncontrollably into his chest, Dagger, who appeared upset, attempted to comfort her in the waiting area. The doctor said the time had arrived.

“Go say goodbye to her,” Dagger said. I acknowledged and took Colin's hand. Candy carried Avery while I carried Sapphire and held Colin’s hand as we followed the doctor. Sammie lay in her bed peacefully as the nurse pulled back the curtain. Her machines beeped and whirred to keep her alive. She looked like she was only asleep. Just a short time ago, we were sitting together laughing at our shows, sharing secrets about Dagger, and discussing the afterlife. Tears flooded my eyes. Candy was wiping her tears away with the back of her hand. I picked up Sammie’s hand. It was cold. I squeezed it.

“Hey,” I whispered. “It’s me. Tim. I wanted to say goodbye. I love you so much, Sammie. Please don’t be mad at us for letting you go. We can’t bear to see you suffer anymore, and we know you don’t want to be like this. You were always strong during difficult times. Sammie, our Monday night closeouts were the highlight of my weeks. When I first met you, I wouldn’t have thought we’d even get along. Until now, I didn’t realize that you're my best friend. I don’t know how I’m going to recuperate from this. Just want you to know, I love you. I’m going to miss you,” I said.

Just then, a tear rolled down Sammie’s cheek. “Candy, did you see that? The tear?”

“Yes. Do you think she heard us?” Candy put her hand on Sammie’s shoulder.

“I don’t know, but I’ll find out.” I told the doctor what happened. He assured me it was involuntary and that her brain was dead, and there’s no way she could hear what we were saying. I wasn’t sure I believed it, but there was nothing I could do. I returned to Sammie’s bed to inform Candy.

“I don’t believe that. She heard us,” Candy said. I nodded and took Sammie’s hand.

“Sammie, don’t forget. Meet me at midnight on the first full moon. We promised.” I squeezed her hand. Another tear came down her face. Candy and I looked at each other. We went to see Dagger and Rita.

Dagger seemed genuinely sad about Sammie’s coma, and it seemed to change him in some ways. As if Dagger realized that life was too short to be cruel. Or maybe Dagger was sad and didn’t know how to express it. Either way, I hoped we would see a kinder Dagger in the future.

We all returned to Sammie’s room. We watched as the doctor turned off the machines one by one. Rita and Dagger were holding each other close as we mourned our loss. I watched intently for Sammie’s last breath. There was a deep silence in the room after the beeping stopped. Sammie had left this world without knowing how much she meant to us; how much she changed us for the better; or how much we loved her. I couldn’t bear to stay any longer, so I nudged Candy and walked away from my best friend for the last time.
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Dagger told me I needed to arrange the funeral. He said he and Rita were too distraught to do it. Making funeral arrangements is one of the most difficult things you can do. And it’s even harder when you’re grieving, yourself. Dagger delegated the task to me, discounting my mourning. I missed my friend Sammie as much as Dagger did.

I thought losing Sammie would make Dagger a kinder person. Perhaps not.

Sammie would have preferred a simple funeral, but Dagger insisted on going all out. He even talked about a military style funeral. It felt like overkill to me.

When I had to choose a casket for Sammie at Schoedinger Funeral Home, I froze with grief, barely able to breathe, let alone move. Panic clutched my throat. I hated to lose my best friend. I’d never felt so alone.

Finally, I forced myself to walk up and down the aisle of caskets. Each one was different, some with fancy carvings, some more plain and utilitarian. Dagger had instructed me to pick out the most expensive one to honor his mother-in-law. I chose a dark mahogany casket with an intricate design on its lid.

The hardest task of all was writing Sammie’s obituary. It seemed impossible to encapsulate her life in only a few sentences. In the end, I wrote about how she was strong-willed and passionate about her work, but also kind and generous with her time. I included how much she loved her children and how she always put others before herself. I shared the tale of her striking it big in Las Vegas and using her winnings to treat her children to an amazing tour of the city.

Next came the flowers for Sammie’s funeral service. Choosing flowers for my friend's casket was the biggest task at hand. I chose white lilies as it was Sammie’s favorite flower; I also wanted to add some color, so we ended up picking yellow daisies, bluebells, and pink roses too.

Sammie had always told me if she died, she wanted her funeral to be at the St Catherine’s Church. She never attended, so it was strange she'd say that. I went to talk to the minister.

“Good afternoon Reverend, my name is Tim Drobnick. I’d like to schedule a funeral service in your church.”

“Certainly, son. What is the deceased’s name?”

“Sandra Bluntschly. We called her Sammie.”

“She’s a member of our church?”

“No, but she always wanted her funeral here. It was when we were driving past. I thought it was odd she'd request it.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but we can only hold services for our members.”

“She was a good person, but she wasn’t fond of going to church. Over the years, we had spiritual talks. It means a lot to her family.” I could see the priest was wavering. Then, I remembered something Sammie had told me. “Reverend, I remember Sammie hoped that her family would start attending St. Catherine’s Church. Maybe that’s why she wanted her service to be here. Please consider this special request, as it would mean so much to her family and friends.”

The Reverend considered my words for a moment before nodding in agreement. “You’d have to pay for the services since you’re not a member.”

“That’s not a problem. We be happy to take care of your church,” I said.

“Okay, son. We’ll do it for her. Would you like to receive the service soon?”

“As soon as possible. She passed away yesterday.”

It seemed the minister wanted to ask how she died but didn’t want to be insensitive.

“I understand, son. I’ll check the schedule for when we can have the service. I’ll call you later today.”

“Thank you, reverend.”

I walked out of the church feeling somewhat relieved. It was one less thing to worry about. With Sammie’s funeral now scheduled at the church she had requested, I could focus on other tasks.

Everyone spoke in low tones on the day of the funeral. Hundreds of people came from all five states since Dagger made attendance mandatory. We filled the parking lot outside the church with cars. Inside, we decorated the church with white lilies and seasonal flowers. There were candles lit everywhere, and they placed her picture on a table near the pulpit.

The service began with a prayer from the minister, followed by a eulogy written by me. We all sat silently as he spoke the fond words about Sammie. There wasn’t a dry eye in that room as he concluded his touching tribute by saying, “Rest in peace until we meet again in heaven.”

After the service, we all headed to the graveyard for the burial. We had a procession with 100 vehicles and a police escort. We continued as if nothing had happened after one car was involved in an accident.

When we reached the gravesite, our friends carried her casket and placed into the mausoleum as we watched in sorrowful silence. We stood around it until the caretakers sealed it. Each of us placed a white rose into the vase before walking away. We would begin anew without Sammie, but with memories that would last a lifetime.


Chapter 120


Sammie’s death hit me hard. Going to work and performing my normal duties was difficult for me. My heart hurt a lot, and I had a hard time moving on. It felt like I had lost a part of myself. It was so hard to live without her. Even when I was feeling down, she always made me laugh. It was impossible for me to comprehend that she was gone.

It filled my days with tears and the sound of my voice asking why. I felt empty inside, like I was a shell of the person I used to be. Nothing else mattered except for Sammie’s death. Her voice echoed in my head. The thought of never being able to laugh or talk to her was devastating. It seemed like no matter how much time passed, my pain didn’t lessen.

Everyone kept telling me she wouldn’t want me to keep wallowing in grief, but it felt impossible not to cry every day without her by my side. She was more than a friend, losing her felt like losing a piece of myself.

I had to move forward with my work. It was difficult to concentrate when all I wanted to do was lie down and cry until my heart stopped hurting. But that wasn’t an option; I had responsibilities to fulfill, bills to pay, offices and a factory to monitor, managers to call. The list seemed infinite.

I entered the door of the Whitehall office. Gary, who I hired away from McDonald’s, shook my hand.

“Hi Tim, I’m sorry for your loss. I know you and Sammie were good friends,” Gary said.

“Thank you, Gary.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“No, I appreciate it Gary. Nothing will make me feel better, except maybe the first full moon.”

“Why is that?” Gary raised his eyebrows.

“Sammie and I had a pledge. On the first full moon, the first person to die tries to contact the living person at midnight.”

Gary was taken aback, but he nodded. “I’ve heard of such traditions. Waiting for the next full moon makes sense.”

“Yeah. I have 60 acres of forest south of here. My family will go camping there,” I said.

“Could my girlfriend, Lisa, and I come? We have similar beliefs. The soul goes to a different realm of existence when it passes away, where it will be reunited with those it has lost in this life. It’s comforting to know we will see our loved ones again someday.”

“Well, I don’t think Candy would mind. And I’d appreciate a friend coming along. I can pick you up at noon? I need time to prepare a camp.”

“Yes, thanks,” Gary said.

We picked up Gary and Lisa at their apartment on the day of the first full moon. Our three children and four adults filled the van. We drove thirty minutes to New Lexington, then east toward Wayne National Forest.

There were hills, trees, and valleys in my forest. Rotting leaves on the ground mixed with the scent of evergreen trees, which gave it an earthy smell. Upon arriving at our campsite, we unloaded the van. In a clearing near some towering pines, we pitched our two tents. First, we gathered wood for a campfire. After that, we hiked to a nearby stream that was shallow and clear. In the water, a snake was swimming. We started a campfire after walking back to the campsite. We roasted hot dogs and marshmallows.

The clear sky caught my attention, and I wondered what would happen at midnight. The tips of the trees swayed in a gentle breeze. We gathered around the campfire, telling stories about Sammie. All of us loved her and still mourned her passing.

“Sammie was full of life,” Candy said. “Always the first to crack a snide joke.”

“She was always game to try anything,” Gary said. “No matter how crazy the idea was.”

“She was one of a kind,” I said. “There’s nobody else like her.”

“She was the best friend I ever had,” Lisa said. “I miss her so much.” Candy and I looked at her.

“I didn’t know you even knew her,” I said.

“Oh ya. She’d come over and smoke with me on the patio. I’d have beers, and she’d have Canadian Mist,” Lisa said. Gary nodded.

In silence, the group reflected on Sammie’s special place in their lives and how deeply we missed her.

“I wish she was still here with us,” Lisa said.

“Me too,” I said. “But we’ll never forget her.”

The kids were so tired their eyelids were blinking, so we tucked them into their warm beds in our camping tent. We kissed them goodnight and closed the tent flap. They would have sweet dreams of camping adventures.

We returned to the fire to sit on the felled logs we had been using as a bench. We watched the time as we chatted. The trees above were swaying with a slight wind. I could see more stars than I thought possible. They seemed closer in the sky tonight, as if we could reach out and touch them. The full moon illuminated the world, casting its light on the trees and bushes that surrounded us. As the moon reflected off everything in sight, it appeared as if snow had fallen-but it was only a silver-white glow from the moon.

As the leaves rustled, they whispered secrets to each other. In that moment, it filled us with peace and hope — something we hadn’t felt in a long time. We knew Sammie was with us in spirit, watching over us from above.

I looked at my watch. “It’s 11:57, everybody. Almost midnight,” I said. We all stopped talking to listen to the wind passing through the trees. But at midnight, the wind stopped, the trees stood still, and the forest was dead quiet. “You guys hear that? The wind stopped.”

“Yes, yes. I saw that,” Gary said.

“Yes,” Candy and Lisa said in unison.

Just then, birds started chirping from high in the trees. It was hard to tell where they were.

“You guys hear those birds?” I asked.

"Yes," they all said.

“I haven’t heard birds all night," Gary said.

"Me neither," I said.

“Everybody look.” I pointed at the fire. From the glowing logs rose a silver dollar sized white light. The edges were sharp, not blurry like you would expect from a floating ember. The light hovered for ten seconds, and then rose, weaving slowly back and forth. We watched as it reached the top of the trees, then disappeared. Immediately, the wind started again, and the birds stopped singing.

“Did you guys see that? The light went all the way up?”

“Yes,” Gary said. “Plus the wind stopped, birds started singing, right at midnight.”

“I’m not crazy. I think that was Sammie trying to contact me,” I said.

“Yes, I think you’re right,” Candy said. We sat without speaking for the next half hour, contemplating what we had witnessed. Then we went to our tents to sleep.

The next day, we packed up and went home. That night, I had the best sleep since Sammie died. I felt productive in the morning. I had fallen behind on my paperwork because of my grief over the past weeks. Paperwork needed to be finished. It was odd that Sammie wasn’t there. Taking out the Ohio folders, I began with the Cincinnati summaries. In alphabetical order, I went through the other offices until I reached Youngstown. When I opened the folder, there was a note written inside in Sammie’s handwriting. It read;

My dear Tim.

When you read this, I'll be gone. Please know that you're a good friend and I love you. Let me warn you about a couple of things. You probably already know that Dagger will do anything to screw you over. But I wanted to make sure you knew it. Don’t let him get you down. You're a good person. And you have leverage, he is afraid of your voodoo.

Second, Candy has cheated on you with several people. Men and women. She brags about it often, and a few times she had them at your house when you were away. I didn’t want to get caught up in the drama and tell you. But now I’m gone, so I don’t care.

I’m finally going to be with Tito, but I’ll miss you. You deserve happiness and loyalty.

Love Sammie.

I set the folder down and tears welled up in my eyes. Sammie had planned this. She must’ve felt herself getting sick, said nothing to anybody. She always said she wanted to go see Tito. It was like Sammie to keep this secret. And like her to warn me of disloyalty and danger from her grave.

The revelation of Candy cheating on me shocked me. I felt the cruel betrayal, and my heart ached with the knowledge. I felt my stomach drop as all those memories of her past betrayals came flooding in. Still, I was thankful for Sammie’s warning. She had done it out of love and care for me. I wished Sammie could have said goodbye in person rather than a note tucked away in a folder. But knowing that she was with us in spirit, watching over us from above, made me feel more at peace.


Chapter 121


The warm embrace of the evening sun blanketed my backyard, painting the horizon in soft shades of tangerine and rose. The smell of grilled food and the sound of conversations filled the air, mixed with the chirping of crickets. It was one of those moments where time seemed to slow, where the weight of past challenges melted away, leaving behind a serene tranquility.

Steve and Crystal, close friends and comrades through the trials, sat opposite Candy and me. Their expressions mirrored a combination of contentment and reflection. Our children, Colin and Sapphire, were engaged in a spirited game, their laughter echoing through the yard, reminding us of all the beauty of innocence. Avery, our baby, slept in Crystal’s arms.

Lifting my drink, I started a toast. “To PEEL products, to every hurdle we’ve jumped, and to the unforeseen challenges that strengthened us.”

Steve, always the deep thinker, said, “I never thought that setting up the factory in Cincinnati would involve so many twists and turns. It’s been... an adventure.”

Crystal playfully nudged him, her eyes shining with mischief. “An adventure? I’d call it a whirlwind. But look at where we are now, thanks to Tim. Selling PEEL in all of Dagger’s territories...it’s a dream come true.”

I smiled, looking at Candy, who I’m sure remembered she had bet against me. And I was keeping quiet so far about what Sammie said she was doing behind my back. And about her attack on me. My spine was still in pain.

“We succeeded not only in business, but we turned Dagger’s own game on its head. Using the extra profit to uplift our entire team, especially after all the deceit and challenges they faced... that was our genuine triumph.”

Steve leaned forward, his tone turning somber. “Yes, but the triumph is also tragic. The journey hasn’t been without its losses. The image of that sports car, mangled and wrapped around the tree, it haunts me.”

Crystal’s voice trembled. “Tammy’s loss was devastating. And Dale... despite all the spiritual warfare, the animosity, he found friendship with you, Tim, in the end.”

I nodded, taking a deep breath. “Life’s mysteries are hard to decipher. Dale, with his endless vendetta against me, finally saw me as an ally, his best friend. But then he was taken away.”

Candy’s voice was barely audible, choked with emotion. “And Sammie... she was always there for us. Her departure from this world was too sudden, too soon. And l thought I'd die when Tammy did.”

We all shared a heavy pause, sipping our drinks and reminiscing about those we’d lost.

Steve, attempting to restore the earlier cheer, added, “But through all the storms, the battles, and the heartaches, we’ve endured. We’ve been each other’s anchors. Here we are, together. Through thick and thin, we’ve emerged stronger and more united.”

Crystal smiled, “To friendships that stand the test of time, to new beginnings, and to cherishing the memories of those no longer with us.”

We raised our glasses, the clinking sound echoing the strength of our bond. Past trials had tested us, but that evening, amidst friends and family, there was an unspoken promise of hope, love, and endless tomorrows.

The End
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