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Chapter 1

My phone rang. "It’s Kermit," Sheena, my ghost, said.  
In my Volkswagen Rabbit, I was heading south on I-71 toward Cincinnati to check on offices in my district. The day before, May 1st, 1988, I had invited Kermit to my house to celebrate his promotion to the manager of Whitehall.
My cell phone was within arm’s reach on the passenger seat. It was innovative technology, allowing me to answer anywhere in Ohio. It cost $1,200 from Cellular One and had a bag that contained the five-pound battery and electronics. There was no caller ID on those newfangled things. Sheena, occasionally, would tell me who it was. It was unclear how she decided when to inform me. It was my understanding that she made her own choices, but perhaps she was guided by a higher power.
Gas fumes filled the stale air inside the car. The seat was as hot as a freshly ironed shirt, searing to the touch no matter how quickly I shifted in the driver’s seat. The steering wheel felt like molten lava. I was on the road visiting our telemarketing rooms to check on our salespeople.
"Kermit wants to know if you can talk," Sheena said.
With my thumb and first two fingers, I pinched the phone and brought it to my ear. "Hello Kermit. What’s up?"
"How’d you know it was me calling?" Kermit asked.
"I have security cameras in your place," I said. That was my standard joke. My managers laughed, but I wondered how many searched for surveillance cameras. There weren’t any, but it kept everybody on their toes.
"The shipment of lightbulbs just arrived," Kermit said. "Our guys will have them all sold before the end of the week. I also wanted to know what you’re doing next Sunday."
"Next Sunday is Mother’s Day. If I don’t wow Candy with dinner and presents, she’ll get pissed."
"Oh, right, Mother’s Day. Thanks for reminding me."
"Yeah, announce it to everyone, in case they have mothers," I said. Kermit laughed.
"Although, I don’t know why she would expect a blowout celebration when she forgot Father’s Day. And my birthday last week," I said.
"Oh buddy, I didn’t know it was your birthday. I would’ve done something for you."
"Thanks, Kermit, but then we’d have to do it for everybody. It’s already a pain in the ass to dream up a special present for Dagger’s birthday. I can’t imagine doing it a thousand times over."
"Well, next time at least I’m taking you out for a drink, okay?"
"Sure, Kermit, you’re a good egg. Don't worry, I'll get another shipment of light bulbs for you before you run out. Your telemarketing room is kicking butt. Good job. Hey listen, I’m going to hang up. It costs twenty-two cents-a-minute for these calls. I’ll talk to you later."
"Okay, chief, catch you later."
As soon as I hung up the phone, it rang again. "It’s Harley," Sheena said. 
"Thank you Sheena," I said. Sheena had been my friend since I could remember. It felt good that she was always around. 




Chapter 2

"Hi, Harley, how are you?" I answered. Harley was my supervisor, and the brother of Dagger, the cruel owner. 
"How the hell do you know it’s me calling?" Harley asked.
"I don’t know. It felt like you."
"You never cease to surprise me, Tim. Hey, tonight at seven be at my brother’s house. We’re having a meeting."
"What’s the meeting about?"
"He wants to talk about our management changes and your recent promotion to district manager. I’m sure it’ll be fine."
"All right. He scares me with his random firing of our employees. He seems to enjoy torturing his subordinates. I hope he’s in a better mood than normal."
"I’m sure he will be. We’re meeting downstairs in his pool room. He’s usually happy there."
"I’ll see you there at seven." I hung up the phone.
"Sheena, I hope you can come with me tonight. I get nervous being around Dagger," I said. She didn’t answer. I assumed Sheena was everywhere I went. I didn’t know for sure. But she was around anytime I needed her. Well, any time that she thought I needed her. Many times I felt alone, but she said she was always with me.
After visiting Cincinnati, I drove to Dayton. Then it was on to West Columbus and Whitehall. After spending a few hours at home, I headed to Dagger’s house to arrive by seven PM.
My heart sank as I pulled up to the driveway and spotted the trio of vehicles that I knew so well. I recognized Dale Lewis’, Dagger’s, and Harley’s cars. Oh no, I thought, it wasn’t only one of them I had to face tonight, but both Dale and Dagger. Taking a deep breath and gathering what little courage I could muster, I stepped out of my car.
"Oh God, help me," I said. I walked to the door and knocked. Harley answered.
"Come on in, Tim, we’re downstairs." He led me down the thickly carpeted stairs to the newly renovated basement. Aged stone walls surrounded the room. They covered the floor with thick, spongy red carpet. Stained glass lights, like those found in pool halls, hung over the pool table. On the left, overstuffed couches aimed at a large television. A special case was used to hold hundreds of stacked VCR tapes. Light flooded the basement through four glass doors at the top of five ten-foot wide stairs. A twenty-foot mirrored wall framed a private bar on the right. Schnapps, vodkas, and whiskies were stockpiled on shelves in front of the mirror. The light caught the gleaming bottles and the thick golden liquid inside them.
Dagger had displayed the liquor like artwork. The bottles glowed under the mirrors above them in blues, yellows, greens, and reds. The bottles’ caps shined like diamonds.
I turned toward the bar; the mirror doubling my reflection. The wall of liquor was a beacon beckoning me. It seemed endless, but continued for only twenty feet.
Standing behind the bar, Dagger smoked a cigarette.
"Hey Timmy," Dagger said in a jovial tone I hadn’t heard from him before. "What can I pour you?"
"Hi Dagger, good to see you. A scotch and soda if you got one."
Dagger grabbed a bottle of Jamison from a shelf. Scotch-like, but not quite. His shoe squeaked on the tile floor. A soft, jazzy melody played in the background. The bottles clinked against one another as he set them on the bar. Grabbing a tumbler, he pulled back a lever and splashed soda over ice into it. He measured a shot of Jamison, poured, and handed to me.
"Thanks, Dagger. What a great bar you have. You’ve even got soda and beer on tap. Pretty damn snazzy."
"Thanks. This is my man cave. It’s my favorite place to be. Want to see the pool?" Dagger asked.
"Sure," I said. He led me outside the four doors into an Olympic sized indoor pool. Walking over the tile, our footsteps and voices echoed off the hard surfaces.
He had filled the pool with blue water, the same shade as the swimming pools I’d swum in as a kid. The smell of chlorine, wet concrete, and tile cleaner filled my nostrils.
"This is really damned cool, Dagger." Inflatable lounge chairs and toys floated on the water.
"Yes. The family likes it. You’ll have to come over on a Sunday with your family and swim."
"Yeah, that’d be nice Dagger," I said. What happened to the Dagger that raised Hell in my telemarketing room? Harley told me about his good side. Maybe this was it.




Chapter 3

Dale came down the stairs as we walked back to the bar. He saw me and cleared his throat. I noticed he did that often. Strangely, his dark energy never made that sound while attacking me at night.  
"Hi Dale," I said. "How’re you doing?" Dale ignored me and took a cue stick from the pool table. Harley winked at me as if to say, Ignore the little man. I grinned at Harley, then walked to the table. "Do you wanna shoot a game?" I asked. I picked up a stick.
"Sure, but you’re racking," Dale said. After I racked, I stood back and let Dale break. His solid hit covered the table with balls and pocketed one.
"Nice break," I said. Dale grunted. He lined up his next shot. With a tough angle, he put the number three into the corner pocket. Each pocket had a leather basket. It was a classy table. "Good shot, Dale," I said.
"Thanks," Dale grumbled.
Dale sank two more shots before missing the third. Then it was my shot. Dale had a slight smile creeping onto his face. It might be possible to win his favor. I’d let him win. I sunk two balls.
Dale squeaked, "Good shot," as I dropped the third. After clearing the table, I only had the eight-ball left, but I didn't sink it. On purpose.
"Dang it," I said. Frowning, I pretended to be agitated.
Dale missed the shot on the eight-ball, but he was careful not to scratch. During my turn, I missed the pocket by a half inch, setting up Dale’s shot. Dale sunk it.
"Good game, Dale." I put my hand out. He shook it.
"It’s my turn," Harley said. Harley and Dale played. Harley didn’t seem to give a shit about Dale’s feelings. He was competitive and showed no mercy, cleaning his clock and laughing about it.
Dale reverted to his original grumpiness, grunting every time he missed a shot or Harley came close to winning. I felt bad for him but realized that this was a chance to understand him.
I watched them play for a while before stepping near the table. I wanted the chance to talk with Dale. Perhaps if we shared a moment of mutual respect over a game of pool, our relationship would improve. His demeanor cheered considerably when he won the next game. Since he won, he broke the next game and sunk two balls in one go. Harley rolled his eyes as if to say, "Good job, rookie." Dale continued playing well and soon had Harley only one ball away from disaster.
But then Dale missed his shot. He stood there stunned as if he hadn’t expected that outcome, yet there it was–it positioned Harley to win. Harley lined up his shot and sunk the winning ball with ease. Dale grunted and put his cue stick in the corner.
Dagger stepped over to take his turn to play Harley. It was unmistakable. The brothers had played many games together. Harley took a lot more time to line up his shots. Dagger’s shots were deliberate and quick.
"You boys have played a lot of games with each other, haven’t you?" I asked.
"Yeah, lots of pool, but a lot more cards. Poker," Dagger said.
"I’ve never played poker. Actually, I haven’t played cards at all," I said.
"Well, we’ll have to teach you, won’t we?" Dagger said. Harley laughed.
"Just bring lots of money," Harley said. Dagger laughed.
"Yeah, I don’t think I’ll be letting you guys teach me how to play cards," I said. "I like my money too much."
Dale had commandeered a stool at the corner of the bar and poured himself a beer. He appeared to be relaxed, so I went over and sat near him.




Chapter 4

"So how’s things going for you in your district, Dale?" I asked. 
"It’s going okay."
"How’s those managers I sent you working out?"
"They’re doing a good job, but I had to train them first."
"Well, they were new. They received real-life training and the basics. I’m sure you set them up well."
"Yeah, they’re making money. I gave them my management secrets."
Once they finished my coaching, they were ready to run a room. But Dale’s ego wouldn’t let him admit I did him a favor, so he took the credit for their success. I didn’t care. If it stopped his attacks on me, I’d let him have the credit.
At night, that small man assaulted me with vicious, disembodied attacks. Sheena said his hatred caused the energy to act on its own. She also said he may not be aware it was happening. It would be nice if we could establish a peaceful relationship. Using the violet egg for days at a time tired me.
If you were to position Dale and Dagger next to each other, you’d swear that Dagger was the more dangerous person. Dagger would only worry you when you were awake. He might assault you, or hell, even kill you. In contrast, Dale’s energy was much more ominous. Regardless of distance, it could happen anywhere. I felt as if he could rip my spirit from my body.
His energy would become visible. It was like a black funnel cloud, reaching out for me, hungry for my soul. It felt like thousands of tiny little needles stabbing into my skin, poking the surface and sinking into my flesh.
While I was pondering, Dagger won the pool game with Harley.
"Timmy, it’s your turn," Dagger said. I grabbed a stick. I decided I would beat Dagger. From what I knew of his temperament, losing a game of pool wouldn’t piss him off. Dagger broke and covered the table with balls. He dropped three on the break, picked the small ones and cleared the table. Then he lined up for the eight-ball behind the seven-ball. Dagger hopped the cue ball over the seven and hit the eight-ball, but it didn’t go in. It was my turn. I chalked the end of my pool cue.
"See? Here’s how a pro chalks a stick," I said. Dagger laughed. At least he knew it was a joke.
I sunk three balls and then missed. Fortunately, I left the eight-ball blocked for Dagger. Dagger attempted a very skilled attempt but missed. I had a lot of green to cover, which wasn’t my specialty. I was careful not to scratch but didn’t sink the eight-ball. Dagger stepped up and won the game with a perfect shot.
I stuck my hand out. "Good game, Dagger." He gave me a firm handshake.
"Thanks, Timmy," Dagger said. I gritted my teeth. I decided not to ruin everyone’s great mood and chastise him for calling me Timmy. This time.
"I’ll pour you another glass," Dagger said.
“Thanks Dagger,” I replied. As Dagger walked behind the bar, he grabbed my glass, filled it with Coors Light, then set it in front of me.
“Dale, want a shot?” Dagger asked. Dale nodded. Dagger grabbed a glass and crown royal, poured it, and slid it over to Dale.
“Thanks,” Dale said. He downed it, then slammed it back on the bar. Dagger filled it again, poured one for himself and lifted it as he handed Dale his shot. Dale lifted his glass.
“To your mother,” Dagger said.
“To Mom,” Dale said. They both downed the shots. I looked over at Harley and frowned. He walked over and put his hand on Dale’s back.
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Dale,” Harley said. Dagger poured us all shots and lifted his glass. We all lifted as Harley said, “To Dale’s mother.” We all repeated and downed the shots.
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said. “I didn’t know.”
“It’s not a big deal,” Dale said. Dale’s speech had become slurred, his movements more sluggish and less controlled than usual. His eyes were droopy and unfocused. He had difficulty bringing his glass to his mouth, spilling some of its contents on the bar top.
“Of course it’s a big deal,” Dagger said.
“No. She was a terrible mother,” Dale said.
“She was still your mother,” Dagger said. He frowned.
“Yeah,” Dale said. Harley and Dagger walked over to start a game of pool.
“My mother was cruel to me when I grew up. I think I understand how you feel,” I said. Dale looked at me, raised one eyebrow, and nodded. He grabbed the Crown Royal and poured another shot, and held it to my glass. I nodded, and he poured one for me.
“My mother ridiculed me,” Dale said. He struggled to enunciate words, his sentences flowing together in a thick slur. “I had a little brother but he grew up bigger than me. I was the runt of the litter.” Dale shook his head and chuckled. His face remained stoic. “Mom laughed when my baby brother would torment me. She enjoyed watching me squirm.”
“Dale, I understand that more than you know,” I said. It made sense why Dale was so sensitive about his looks, why he hid his bald head under a baseball cap. I’m sure every time Harley and Dagger teased him about his small stature, it felt like it was his mother teasing him all over again. “My mother told me every day that she wished I was dead, or that she wished I was like other boys. She made me feel small and subhuman.” I looked at Dale and he was nodding.
“Yeah, I get that,” Dale said. He poured each of us another shot and raised his glass. I raised mine. “To us, we survived our mothers.”
“To us,” I said. We both drank. “Dale, what about your father, is alive?”
“Probably. I don’t know. Mom said he left right after my brother was born.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Do you still talk to your brother?”
“Not in years. He called me once, trying to make peace. But all I could think about was how he was the golden child, and I was garbage. As soon as I was old enough to drive, I got a job after school so I could buy this beat up Toyota. But I was buying a piece of freedom. I loved it. But when Lucas, my brother, turned sixteen, Mom financed a brand new car for him.” The corners of Dale’s eyes moistened. He rubbed them with the back of his hand.
“I’m so sorry, Dale.”
“I have dreams.” Dale’s mouth twitched as he tried to fight back a smile, his eyes glassy and unfocused. “I have dreams of tying them both to a single chair, binding their wrists tightly to prevent escape. Then I take a knife and slowly, methodically, slice their skin until I can savor the terror dilating in their eyes. My ears ring with their agonized screams as the blade carves its way through them.”
“Dale, you wouldn't do that in real life?”
“No. No, of course not. But it’s fun to think about.”
“Well--” I said. I didn’t know how to respond. I couldn't imagine wishing that pain on my family, even my mother. God knows if anyone deserved it, it would be her. But I couldn’t get any joy from seeing her tortured. In fact, I sent my parent’s money when they needed it. I would talk to them if they called. I protected my emotions from my mother, and she knew I would hang up instantly if she belittled me. Which she often did.
I entertained, occasionally, a fantasy of getting my revenge on people outside my family that had bullied me in life. Rage would bubble in my veins like boiling lava, as I envisioned using a bullwhip on those who had wronged me. After savoring the fiery thrill of my fantasy, I quickly returned to reality and shoved the thought far away from my head. I’d never act on it, and it made me feel guilty that the thoughts gave me some pleasure.
I would remember Ron Nichols from Denver. I remembered building his business bigger than he had dreamed. Then I walked out the instant he cut my commission in half. His punishment was that he lost the entire section of business I built, since he did not know how to operate it. I would get great pleasure remembering this. But I felt like I shouldn’t, that I should feel pity for him. But I didn’t.
Dale and I sat without talking further, listening to Dagger and Harley goading each other over their pool game.




Chapter 5

"So Dagger, why are we having this meeting? Is it a party?" Harley had beaten his brother at their pool game and come back to stand by Dale and me. Dagger downed a shot and slammed the glass on the bar. He stretched. "Well Timmy," he started. I gritted my teeth again. "We’re in two states now. For everything to run smoothly, I need discipline and structure. The weekly numbers must be perfect. Let’s make sure the managers aren’t stealing from us." Dagger took his power stance. Arms crossed. He had a face of stone. His deep-set eyes seemed to bore into you. His brow furrowed, his lips pressed into a thin line. Dagger smelled of the leather of his jacket with a crisp, sharp scent of whiskey and brandy.  
"Yes, I totally understand that. A computer spreadsheet would be useful. I could do a layout for Dale to copy. It’s easier to track money and inventory."
"No computers." Dagger pounded the bar.
"Why not? Computer spreadsheets make life easy."
"I said, no computers."
"Okay, okay. No computers, but why?"
"If we have computers, the government can seize them."
"What does that matter? We’re not doing anything illegal."
"I don’t want the government knowing what we’re doing."
"The government already knows what you’re doing. You have a business license with the state. You file your taxes with the IRS." Dagger looked at me.
"I mean, right? You file your taxes, right?" I asked.
"Of course," Dagger said. 
"Then what’s the problem?"
"I said, no computers." Dagger gritted his teeth. I didn’t understand why computers were such a big deal to him. His face was red and strained. The veins in his temples bulged like worms. His eyes were bloodshot and squeezed as if he’d burst a blood vessel.
"Okay, okay. No computers. But it sure would make closeouts easier."
"I agree with Dagger," Dale said. "I hate computers."
"Timmy, can you still recruit and train managers for us?" Dagger asked.
"Yes sir. I spend about a quarter of my time at the Whitehall office, and I’m training Kermit to train managers."
"I don’t need his managers. I can get my own," Dale said. His words were muddled. 
"Well, Dale, nobody’s stopping you. But Timmy sent you all five managers." Dagger stared at Dale in dead silence.
"Yeah, but I had to train them all," Dale said.
"You still didn’t recruit any of your own. Timmy, why does Dale have to train your managers?"
"He doesn’t. They’re running an office efficiently before I approve them."
"Everyone you sent me had to be trained," Dale said. He poured another shot. 
"So, what did they need to learn?" I asked.
Dale grunted and shifted his hat.
"What did you teach them?" Dagger glared at Dale.
"Just stuff. They weren’t ready for management."
"Well, it doesn’t matter. In any case, if they’re working out, that’s the end goal, right?" I asked.
Dale scowled at me.
"Maybe you need to redo your training program, Timmy, if you keep sending him people who aren’t ready to work," Dagger said.
"My training program doesn’t need to be redone. When they leave me, they’re fully trained," I said.
Taking another shot, Dagger banged the glass on the table, crossed his arms, and leaned back against the bar. I said nothing more on that matter.




Chapter 6

"You will deliver close-outs to me every Monday at 3:00 PM. They’ll balance to the penny," Dagger said. 
"Yes sir," Dale, Harley, and I said in unison.
"Do I have to drive from Cleveland every week?" Dale squinted.
"What else you got to do?" Dagger asked.
"I should be Ohio’s manager. Then I wouldn’t have to drive from Cleveland."
"But you’re in Cleveland," Dagger laughed as if Dale’s pain entertained him.
"You promised I’d get the first office here and run all of Ohio." Dale grunted and grabbed his hat, exposing the blinding whiteness of his scalp. His face was red and blotchy, like a raw steak gone bad. Dale cleared his throat and spat out a wad of phlegm into his empty glass. He grabbed at his bald scalp, scratching it with his rough fingernails.
"Dale, I never promised you that. You must’ve been drunk that night," Dagger said. Harley chuckled.
Dale scowled at me. "Timmy stole the Whitehall office from me, and now he’s stealing the southern district in Ohio. I should run Ohio. Harley should work for me. Send Tim or Harley over to Cleveland and leave me over here in Columbus." Dale’s erratic hand gestures failed to follow the logic of his sentences, and his eyes seemed to glaze over as he spoke. His words slurred together in a jumble of consonants and vowels, making it difficult to understand what he was saying.
"Dale, you can transform Northern Ohio into a gold mine," I said. The pool game had won me some goodwill, so I hoped to regain it.
"My business is none of your concern, you pissant," Dale growled.
"Dale, Dagger gave you the Dayton office, but you never got it above four grand a week with ten phones. They gave me Newark, and I had it at seven grand with four phones. It’s not the territory, it’s what you do with it."
"You conned Harley into giving you the best office. That explains your high sales." Dale’s face turned red.
"If it was the office, why did Dagger and Harley decide to close it after Brett? According to Brett and his crew, sales were impossible there. In the end, I proved them wrong." Turning my palms toward Dale, I stretched out my arms.
"Okay, guys, okay." Harley stepped over and patted me on the back. "We have our territories. Let’s do our best with them."
I remembered Dale had called his little brother the golden child. He remembers Brett calling me the golden boy. I bet he associated that jealousy of his brother with me, the golden boy. Harley was his cruel mother, treating me with favoritism. It made sense why Dale hated me. 
“I was the best manager you had in Colorado,” Dale slurred.
“Well, next to me,” Harley laughed. “But yes, Dale, you ran a magnificent room. Your salespeople were happy and made money. You were reliable.”
“I didn’t do it for you. Dagger was my manager. He was the one that hired me,” Dale said. “And Dagger promised me the first room in Ohio. But he gave it to this wannabe.” Dale pointed at me.
"Dale, I don’t want to be your enemy. I think we should be friends, build our business, and not fight," I said.
"You’ll never be my friend." Dale sipped at his beer and turned his head away. Everyone was silent for a minute.
"Timmy, Michael’s been missing from Whitehall sales reports for a while. Where’d he go?" Dagger grabbed a stack of sales logs from behind the bar. The dark wood of the bar’s surface reflected the bar lights in the mirrors and glass shelves.
"Dagger, you came into my office and fired him, remember?"
Trying to recall, Dagger stared out the window.
"You said he insulted Sammie." Leaning against the bar, I crossed my arms.
"I think he’s learned his lesson by now, don’t you think? Get him back."
"He was a bridge dweller. He has no phone. How am I supposed to find him?"
"Just do it, Timmy."
I shook my head. "I’ll see what I can do." Harley spit his drink out and turned away. He was trying to hide a laugh. He knew I was hiding all of Dagger’s victims in a secret office so they could make a living.
We played three more games of pool. The clacking of balls connecting and the rolling of the cue ball against the edge of the table created a chaotic soundscape of squeaking, bumping and clicking, punctuated by the occasional groan or sound of frustration. 
"Everyone, I'm headed home. Dale's not driving tonight, right?" I asked.
"He'll stay here," Dagger said.
"Okay, thanks. Bye." I waved and left.











Chapter 7

I stopped into the secret Bexley office to visit my managers, Steve and Crystal.  
"Hi Steve. Hi Crystal," I said as I walked through the door. They both stood to greet me.
"Tim, happy to see you here," Steve said. He shook my hand. Crystal hugged me.
"Something funny happened, guys. Dagger wants me to find Michael and get him back to work. I asked him how the hell he expected me to do that when Michael lives under a bridge." I puffed myself up to imitate Dagger. "Just do it, Timmy."
"That’s hilarious," Steve said. Everyone in the room laughed.
"Yeah, and Harley split a gut when I told Dagger I’d try to find Michael," I said. Crystal and Steve laughed.
"Michael, do you want Tim to find you?" Crystal asked. She turned to look at him.
"I’m happy here," Michael said. After we laughed, I asked Crystal and Steve to step outside with me. Once we were in private, I looked at them. I had brought Steve and Crystal up to date on Sheena. I also told them about Dale’s attacks. We had similar spiritual beliefs so I knew I could confide in them.
"So anyway," I continued, "the real reason I’m here is because of Dale. He’s been spiritually attacking me, and I need to put a stop to it." I paused for a moment before continuing my story. Crystal and Steve waited patiently for me to explain the situation.
"Sheena says Dale is not even aware of this spiritual power he has. It is his hate of me while he's sleeping that turns into the dark energy. Sheena taught me to use a violet egg to bounce his negative energy away, but it's not a permanent solution. Dale keeps attacking."
"I know you guys can’t help, but it’s nice to talk to someone who won’t think I’m crazy about this stuff. I feel overwhelmed and don’t know how long I can keep fighting Dale."
"Have you tried grounding yourself like when the bullies tried to pick you up?" Crystal asked.
"No. I didn’t try that. I’m not sure how that would help, but I'll try it. Thank you, Crystal."
"Do you have crystals to carry? Maybe they can help?" Steve asked.
"Yes. I have crystals everywhere," I said.
Crystal looked at Steve before looking at me. "This is serious," she said softly.
"It’s definitely not something that can be taken lightly," Steve said. He looked back at Crystal for confirmation before continuing. "We have some resources that could help you fight back against Dale’s spiritual attacks."
Crystal agreed with him before going into detail about a few different options they had available including energy circles, meditations designed specifically for removing negative energy, and even enlisting the help of a shaman or magical practitioner.
"Thank you guys. I appreciate any support you can send me." I smiled at them.
"Tim, I know you'll stop Dale’s attacks. I have complete faith in you," Steve said. Crystal nodded and smiled.
I left their office with a new sense of hope. Their encouragement meant the world to me.




Chapter 8

The kids and Candy were watching TV in the living room when I arrived.  
"Hi Candy, I’m home. How was your day?" Taking the mail off the hallway table, I started reading. With the flat side against the wall, the table had a half oval glass top and wrought iron legs. A sea of envelopes, cards, and flyers promised to improve my life.
"We went shopping," Candy said.
"That’s nice." Near the TV in the living room corner was a pile of clothing. "Those clothes need washed." My hands were on my hips as I looked at them.
"I’ll get to it. You know I’m busy with kids."
"Yes, I know. What did you buy today?" After picking Colin up from the couch, I sat down and put him on my lap. His eyes never left the television. Candy was holding Sapphire who was sound asleep. Her little fist was curled up against her face while she made baby cooing sleeping noises.
Her fist was small like a rosebud, and her face as peaceful as a rose petal. Candy had painted her fingernails a sky blue and had pink nail polish on her toes. Candy loved dressing her like a toy. It was hard to tell if Sapphire’s eyes were open or closed. The only thing moving were her lips and nose.
"I bought clothes for me and the kids."
"I thought we had plenty of clothes for this season?" I glanced again at the three-foot-high pile.
"We didn’t have any clean clothes left, so I had to buy more."
"Okay," I said. Candy had a short fuse, and I didn’t want to light it. How was it less time to shop than to run a load of laundry? I thought.
"Colin needs new school clothes. He starts kindergarten in June," Candy said.
"Can you use the clothes you bought today?"
"No. I got him summer clothes today."
"Well, okay. I’ll give you money for school clothes."
"Thank you, Tim."
"So Colin, you’re going to kindergarten next month. When I started kindergarten, I remember how excited I was. You’ll have a lot of fun there." With a finger in his mouth, Colin turned to see me. He said nothing but studied my eyes. Maybe he was trying to figure out if I was lying. His clothes were dirty, and he smelled like sour yogurt. It was starkly obvious Candy did not give as much attention to our son as our daughter. With the smile of the Cheshire Cat, he leaned in and studied me without blinking.
Before bedtime, I gave Colin a much needed bath and tucked him in. Candy got Sapphire to sleep. In the living room, I sat down to watch the ten o’clock news. Candy sat on the blue plush couch next to me, dimming the lights.
"So, are you feeling okay, Candy? It must exhaust you from caring for the kids."
"Yes, I’m doing good. I think I’m depressed sometimes."
"Do you think you have postpartum depression again?"
"Maybe. But it’d be nice to have another baby."
"What? No way," I said. Incredulous, I glanced at her.
"Well, it would feel good." Candy crossed her arms and faced the TV.
"You don’t have enough energy now. How would you handle another baby?"
"Colin would be in school by then."
"Will you get pregnant without my involvement or permission again?" I asked. She frowned at me and clenched her jaw.
"You last had sex with me before Sapphire was born. I figured you were going to do it without me."
Candy pursed her lips and glared at me. "You’d be the father, of course."
"It’s rare that you pay any attention to me anymore. Another baby won’t help our marriage." Candy watched the news with me quietly, saying nothing. Immediately following the news, we went to bed.
Candy fell asleep right away, but I remained awake.
As Dale’s searing hatred flooded my senses, I felt my head swimming and my vision blurring. With every ounce of energy I could muster, I visualized a shimmering violet egg enveloping my family, protecting them from the sinister dark balls of energy which pounded against the egg in an incessant rhythm. Tap. Tap. Tap. The egg held strong for a few moments, but the onslaught was relentless, and I had to concentrate hard to keep it fixed in place, replenishing its power several times a day to hold off the blackness. 
My family, though safe, was unaware of the fierce battle raging outside their cocoon. I had to keep it that way—if they knew the truth of what was going on, they’d be scared out of their wits. After an hour, the dark energy which had been attacking us dissipated. I sighed in relief, but I knew there was more to come. I had to find a way to protect my family permanently, so that Dale’s malice would stay away forever.
Realizing that I had been successful in keeping my family safe, I breathed a sigh of relief and allowed myself to rest. My eyes grew heavy with sleep and my body relaxed as a wave of peacefulness washed over me.




Chapter 9

Harley called me on my cell phone the next morning before I left the house.  
"Tim, meet me at Wolfie’s. It’s at the corner of Westerville and Cleveland Road."
"Isn’t that a bar? Why is the bar open this early?"
"I’m going to buy it. I want your opinion."
"Really? All right, when will you be there?"
"I’m at the bar now. Come on over." He hung up.
"Was that Harley?" Candy asked. She floated down the stairs and walked barefoot across the kitchen’s white ceramic tile.
"Yeah, he wants me to meet him at a bar he wants to buy."
"Harley owning a bar? Doesn’t he party enough already?"
"Ha ha. Good one, Candy. Yeah, I agree. I think he does party enough. Anyway, he wants my opinion so I’ll go meet him. Then I’m gonna head out to visit the Dayton office." I leaned over to give Candy a kiss, but she turned her head and I kissed her smooth cheek. I stroked her vanilla scented hair back over her ear and watched it fall over her shoulder. She gave me an impish smile and walked toward the Mr. Coffee. She was in her nightgown, which she had gathered around her waist. It flattered her shape. I took a deep breath and left.
The houses degenerated from millionaires’ fantasies to beggars’ nightmares as I drove toward Wolfie’s. The wooden fences became chain link. The chain link became rusted and bent. The green yards became brown, spotty, and weedy. Soon I came to the intersection of Westerville and Cleveland Road. The landscape mimicked a third world country movie set.
Next to Wolfie’s was another little bar called The Doll House. The sign had a silhouette of a naked goddess, which suggested it was a strip bar. It was unlikely that anyone would come see the show in this ghetto. Her skin was almost bronze, smooth, unfinished and unaged. Her arms were at her waist, her palms together, and she had a radiant smile on her face. She was wearing a band of gossamer cloth around her neck, barely covering her nipples. A hint of her pubic hair was visible at the line of her vagina. The silhouette was outlined in smooth red lighting, which gave the illusion of a soft red glow.
I drove into the gravel parking lot. As my tires crunched to a stop, I opened my door and looked at the faded building. It must have looked majestic three decades earlier. The outside sported cinderblocks covered with chipped yellow paint. The fenced yard across the street had an automotive repair shop sign. Either a plethora of customers had forgotten to pick up their vehicles, or the shop was earning extra income as a junkyard.
“I hope Harley’s buying this for cheap,” I muttered. Walking inside, I shook my head. The musty air slapped me in the face, daring me to enter. The bar was dark except for a string of multi-colored Christmas tree lights around a stage which hosted a brass pole. 
The ceiling was low, and they had painted the walls a dark tan. The dim yellow bulbs in the light fixtures did little to light the room. My eyes adjusted to see a long counter cutting the bar in half. The bar stools were dark green, the bar itself a shade darker than the room. I followed the light strings to the stage. It had the smell of mold and dank pipes, like an alleyway in Newark, abandoned and silent.
Damn. Harley was buying a titty bar.




Chapter 10

"Hey Tim, glad you made it." Harley came from behind the bar to greet me. 
"Harley, you’re kidding. You’re buying this place? You know it’s a titty bar, right? Are you going to convert it into a regular bar?"
"No, we’re going to spice it up. Make it a better strip joint."
On the wall, behind Harley, was a red faux-leather painting with a gold inlay of a nude woman lying on a couch. Her head was turned to the side as she gripped the bar with a teasing look. She spread her legs to show her shaved lady bits.
"What’ll your girlfriend think about you as a titty bar proprietor?
"Donna don’t care, as long as I’m making money."
"I don’t know. I’ve seen her explode with jealousy."
Harley looked at me blankly, then shrugged. "She’ll be fine."
"Does she know about this?"
"Not yet. As soon as I close the deal, I’ll tell her about it."
"Harley, I predict a single life in your future." I shook my head.
"No way. Donna loves me, man. Care for a drink?" Harley strolled behind the bar and grabbed a glass.
"No thanks, Harley. It’s way too early. You go ahead though."
"So, what are you doing today, Tim?"
"I’ll go to Dayton and then to West Broad. They’ll forewarn the managers that I’m traveling to Cincinnati, I’m sure. That’ll surprise the West Broad office. From there, I’ll hit Cincinnati and then Whitehall."
"Makes a lot of extra driving," Harley said.
"I know, but that keeps everyone guessing. Without me being an asshole. Like your brother."
"Using their name when answering the cell phone should keep them guessing. How the hell do you do that?"
"It’s just a trick."
"Is it a secret?"
"Yeah, for now." The fridge was behind the bar. As I scanned the room, I pulled the cap off a bottle of water. Several tables were near a large television in a dark corner.
"Does the TV work?" I asked Harley.
"Doesn’t matter. I’m getting rid of it. Everyone should watch the dancers, not television. We don’t make money if they watch TV."
The flat screen was large, covering the width of the wall with a low-hanging border at the top. It had a screen saver of bouncing dice on an ice cube tray.
A painting of a man with a mustache and top hat was on the wall above the television. His hand was on the shoulder of a nearly naked woman in high heels and a feather boa. Her chest was bare. Her lips were a deep, purplish hue.
Harley’s back was turned as he grabbed a beer. The barstool was old, but in good shape. The musty scent of beer and sour trash wafted from the garbage bin next to the bar. A barstool creaked as I leaned forward to set a bottle of water on the counter.
"Seems like a good business decision." I took a long sip of water. Harley scooped some ice in his glass and poured a whiskey.
"How do you drink in the morning? You know, I have a joke when I talk to Candy. I say Harley’s parties. It rhymes. You like to party. Get it?"
"Yeah, I get it. That’s funny." Harley chuckled.
"So, the meeting with Dagger and Dale went better than I expected," I said. "Dale’s still pissed off at me, though."
"Dale’s pissed off at the universe. Ignore him."
"Easier said than done. Do I have to close out at Dagger’s house every week?"
"No, you and Dale will meet me here with your close out on Monday mornings."
"I’m not sure Candy will like me coming to a strip club."
"She won’t mind. Ask her."
"I’ll ask. That’ll be a fun conversation. You’ll have to tell me when Donna blows up. I’ve got to go."
"All right Tim, see you later." After raising his glass to me, Harley took a sip.




Chapter 11

Around five o’clock, after visiting the offices, I made my way back home. Candy’s car was in the driveway. After hearing Colin screeching in the backyard, I walked out to see him. 
Candy sat at our patio table, holding Sapphire. Colin was running around with a boy, and another lady sat at the table. Candy wore a yellow T-shirt, shorts, and sandals. She had tied her hair up in a ponytail and held it tight with a pink scrunchie. Sapphire wore a baby blue T-shirt. The sun reflecting off her white skin softened its streaks of blue, making her look like an angel. The smell of freshly mowed grass filled the air.
 "Hi Candy, I’m home," I said.
 "Hi Tim, this is Shirley. She’s our neighbor about a block away. I met her while I was walking with the kids."
 "Hi Shirley. Nice to meet you." I extended my hand.
 "Nice to meet you, Tim."
 "Where do you live? All the surrounding houses are under construction." I asked.
 "I live over there by the middle school." Shirley pointed. Dark hair framed her plump face and curled neatly over her shoulders. She wore mom jeans and a T-shirt with Jesus saves in bold letters. Oh great, a religious freak, I thought. But then I noticed smaller letters underneath that said at First Federal bank. I laughed.
 "Candy, have you fixed dinner?" I asked.
 "No, we took the kids to Toys R Us. I haven’t had enough energy to cook."
 "It’s all right, I’ll cook. I’ll bring the dinner out here. Shirley, do you want to join us for dinner?"
 "Maybe. What’re you fixing?"
 "Something simple. I’m not sure what’s in the freezer."
 "There’s raw chicken in the fridge," Candy said.
 "No time to roast chicken. I’m sure the boys are hungry now."
 "There’s macaroni and cheese," Candy said.
 "All right, I’ll check." As I stepped into the kitchen, I glanced at the living room. The mountain of dirty clothing had grown. Why were they there? Guess I’m going to do the laundry.
I turned to the kitchen. Candy piled the dirty dishes a foot above the counter. My suggestion was to rinse our dishes after eating and place them in the dishwasher, but Candy had a different idea, apparently. Using a brush, I rinsed the food into the garbage disposal.
The fridge contained broccoli, cauliflower, carrots, and lettuce. That called for a salad. Ranch and Caesar dressing were on the fridge door. I chopped the ingredients into separate bowls so Candy and Shirly could pick what they wanted for their gourmet dinner. Colin wouldn’t eat a salad, so I grabbed the box of macaroni and cheese for him. Finely chopped broccoli and carrots went in the warm, gooey cheese. That’s one way to feed that tiger vegetables. As soon as the food, plates, forks, and glasses were ready, I took them to the patio table.
 "Dinner is served," I said. As I sat down, I placed a pitcher of iced water in the middle of the table. Colin got his mac and cheese first. He devoured it without noticing the vegetables inside. Candy handed Sapphire, who was sleeping, to me. I brushed her smooth cheek with the back of my finger, then lifted her to smell her baby-shampooed hair. She breathed easily, her tiny, cute lip glistening.
 "The salad looks good, Tim, thank you," Shirley said. She scooped a small amount of each salad dressing and everything else onto her plate. Candy piled her plate high with romaine lettuce and ranch dressing. Sitting down, I tried a bit of everything.
 "So, Shirley, are you religious? "
Shirley looked down at her shirt and laughed. "No. I just thought the shirt was funny. "
 "Yeah, I did too. We’re not religious either. At least I’m not. Candy might be." I glanced at Candy. She shrugged.
 "Hey, Candy, guess what Harley bought?" I asked.
 "What’s that?"
 I looked and saw Colin watching me. I carefully chose my words. "He bought a, uh, a gentleman's club. You know what I mean, right?"
 "Yes. I thought he was running Ohio for Dagger?"
 "He is. I guess he thinks he has time for both. He wants me to bring close-outs there on Monday mornings. I told him I didn’t think you’d like that."
 "Why not?"
 "Because there might be clothing challenged ladies? Sliding down shiny brass poles?"
 "I don’t care."
 "Seriously? Well, they don’t open till the afternoon anyway, so I doubt they’ll be anybody there except Harley and me."
 "Either way, doesn’t matter to me." Candy poured milky-thick, ranch dressing onto her salad. I looked at Candy. It surprised me she didn’t care.
 "I love going to the Chippendale’s," Shirley said.
 "That sounds like fun. I’d do that," Candy said. Again, Candy surprised me, but I said nothing. The rest of the evening was peaceful.




Chapter 12

I was suddenly alerted to the looming danger when Dale’s malicious intent approached. Lying in my bed, I closed my eyes and summoned the protective violet egg that had served me and my family for so long. But this time, it felt different. The egg shuddered under the force of Dale’s hateful energy, a deafening thump, thump, thump, reverberating through the air in a chilling premonition of what was to come. I lay frozen, my mind reeling with dread at what this sign might be.  
A thick, oppressive blackness descended in the room, and I felt a searing heat emanating from Dale’s direction. His black energy attack was a powerful force, so powerful that my protective violet egg shuddered. The surrounding air seemed to spark and crackle.
The battle between Dale’s dark power and my protective shield lasted only a few moments, but it felt like an eternity. Despite being exhausted by the struggle, I summoned enough strength to fight back against his onslaught until finally his power gave way, dissipating into nothingness as he withdrew his attack.
I opened my eyes and watched the ceiling fan spinning, its blades creaking and making a whooshing sound as they sliced the air.
Time slowed. I saw every detail. The blades of the fan, each one spinning around, catching the light and casting it on the ceiling. I saw the wires connecting the ceiling fan to the wall, their twists and turns and connections. The white painted blades and the black fan housing.
I fell asleep. 




Chapter 13


[image: image-placeholder]The church where I fly to meet Sheena is in the country. As I land, I see she’s not on the roof. I look around the fields. I close my eyes and inhale the sweet smell of fresh cut hay. Then I see Sheena standing by the hay bales so, I fly out to her.
"Hi Sheena, how are you?" I give her a hug. Sheena kisses my cheek.
"It’s nice to see you, Timothy Tibb."
"I truly miss human contact. It’s nice to get hugs from you."
She smiles at me, then turns to stare into the distance.
"There’s a storm coming," Sheena says. Sheena’s hair moves gently in the awakening of a wind. I hear thunder.
"A thunderstorm?" I squint to see what Sheena is gazing at.
"Kind of."
I watch quietly for a few minutes. "Sheena, the energy bouncing from Dale is making loud thumping noises. It used to be a tapping. Do you know why?"
"His hatred and jealousy of you have grown stronger. That’s why it’s louder," Sheena said.
"Can he tear through the egg?"
"He’s not that strong yet."
"Yet? So, he could eventually break through the egg?"
"Yes, eventually, but don’t worry. I’m with you."
"Sheena, I’m not worrying, but if he becomes strong enough to break the egg, will you show me what to do to defend my family?"
"Yes, Timothy Tibb. But you may choose not to."
"If it’s protecting my family, I’ll do anything."
"Anything?" She turns and peers at me with her dark, soulful eyes. Standing quietly, I wonder what she's asking. Is there anything I wouldn’t do? Her question made me think about it in a way I hadn’t before.
"I can think of nothing I wouldn’t do to defend my family," I said.
"Your perspective may change. But we’re not there yet." She turns her eyes again toward the storm. The thunder has grown louder. There is no lightning accompanying the thunder.
"There’s a storm coming," she says again, this time with just a whisper. We see a huge, black cloud in the sky. It’s not a cloud like any on earth. It’s inky black, like a living darkness or a thick ominous mass of moving oil. The air smells of rotten eggs and dead fish. The temperature has dropped radically.
"Is that thunder we’re hearing, Sheena?"
"Kind of. It’s death. Death has been disturbed."
"Death? I thought that was just a concept."
"It’s a transition when life leaves any living thing. But if it’s disturbed, it becomes a dark, destructive, intelligent spirit. It takes life before it’s time. Dying is a natural part of life, unless Death is disturbed."
"How is it disturbed?" I asked.
"Extreme negative energy. Jealousy, hatred, and mostly fear."
"Could this be from Dale?"
"Maybe."
"Will I be dying before my time?"
Sheena turns and looks at me. "No, Timothy Tibb. You will not die before your time."
"Then why do others die early?"
"There are many reasons. Sometimes it’s of their own doings, and sometimes it’s because of actions of others."
"Do you think Dale’s jealousy and hatred will kill him?"
"It’s not in my ability to predict what Death will do." The breeze becomes stronger and blows Sheena’s hair like a limp flag.
"But you know I won’t die before my time. How is that different?"
"Well, for one, you’re overcoming your fears, jealousy, and hatred. Because of that, you can control the violet egg."
"But I get jealous sometimes. When Candy was sitting on Batman’s lap at Crystal’s birthday party, I was livid." I feel the rising wind brushing my cheeks.
"Yes, but it didn’t consume you. If you had let it grow until it obsessed you, you would lose the ability to use the violet egg. Your soul would be open to evil. Timothy, you have only a small amount of jealousy, hatred, and fear. The longer you live, the more you will rid yourself of it."
 "I believe that Dale’s jealousy of me is rooted from when his mother and brother tormented and teased him. Maybe this is not his fault. Maybe he can’t control the jealousy," I said. 
 "Dale has his own path and his own lessons. It is possible he does not have the choice, but that is unlikely. It’s more probable that it is part of his lessons to learn to defeat his jealousy," Sheena said.
"Overcoming jealousy, hatred and fear was one reason I would not die before my time, you said. What’s another?"
"Timothy Tibb, I can’t discuss that right now. Just trust me, you will be safe. But you have some very hard lessons ahead of you." Sheena looks me in the eye.
"Yes, I know. You’ve told me that. I thank you, the other ghosts, and God for helping me."
"You’re never alone. I love you very much." Sheena turns to look at the distant rumbling. Together, we watch quietly.
A loud boom shatters the silence. It’s so close that the ground shakes. A bright light illuminates Sheena and the surrounding area for a split second and burns an afterimage into my retinas. My arm is up to shield my eyes, but when I lower it, Sheena is gone. A gust of wind rushes past me and the trees bend as if they’re going to snap. I hear their trunks creaking.
Covering my head with my arms, I press my body against the ground. The wind continues to howl and the trees continue to bend. There is a cracking sound followed by a snapping. Trees collapse with a thunderous crash. Screams come from the distance.
The ground continues to shake, and I wonder if an earthquake is happening. Then I feel something hit my back hard, knocking the breath out of me. When I try to get up, I can’t move. I try to turn my head, but I’m paralyzed.
A large branch of a tree is inches away from my face. The ground beneath me is spongy. There’s a strange smell in the air. I take a moment to realize that it smells like blood, like rusting metal and decaying bones. Then I see the blood. It’s everywhere. I’m covered in it. The blood is dripping from the tree and pooling around me. It’s dark, almost black. It’s thick and sticks to my skin. It looks like ink but feels like gelatin.
The wind howls as it tears through the forest, as if it’s alive and angry. When I scream, no sound comes out. I hear my beating heart and my raspy breathing. My only option is to wait for death. I don’t know how long I lay there, maybe minutes or hours. In the distance, I hear people moaning and crying.
Someone comes over and rolls me onto my back. My sight is blurry at first, but I soon recognize that it is Sheena looking at me.
"Timothy Tibb, can you hear me?" she says.
I try to nod, but I can’t move.
"Don’t speak. You’ve been through a lot. Just rest now. Help is on the way."
I see her face become fuzzy again and then darken as my vision fades to black.
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Chapter 14

My closet held only empty shirt hangers. When I opened the dresser drawer, I found only one pair of underwear and no jeans.  
"Candy," I said, "Why don’t we have any clean clothes?"
Candy, still in her bathrobe, cooed to Sapphire while moving her legs back and forth. She let her blonde hair dangle over the bed for Sapphire to grab. Colin had crawled into our bed and made himself into a fuzzy blanket burrito. His wiggling toes poked out. He was giggling.
"No time to do laundry," Candy said.
"Candy, you have time to shop for new clothing. How is there no time for laundry? "
"I just don’t, Tim." Candy cuddled Sapphire and patted her back until she burped.
"Well, how about you and the kids? Do you have clean clothes?"
"No, we’re out. I’ll have to go buy more."
"That’s crazy. I’ve got ten shirts. If you did a load of laundry every week, I’d never run out. We can’t afford to buy new clothing every single week."
"I’ll get to it," Candy said.
I doubt that; I thought. I walked downstairs. The pile of clothing was higher. How did it grow overnight? After a minute of contemplation, I grabbed five thirty-three gallon trash bags from the kitchen. After separating them by color, I loaded them into the bags. Returning to the bedroom, I retrieved my clothes from the hamper.
"Candy, I’m going to go do ten loads at the laundromat. I’ll be back."
"Okay, Tim," Candy said. She tickled Colin’s toes as he screamed and kicked wildly.
Over several trips, I filled up my Volkswagen Rabbit’s trunk and back seat with bags of clothes. I got in my car, put on the seatbelt, and leaned back.
Laundry was not on my bucket list, especially on a Sunday. At 8:00 AM, I hoped to find ten machines available. Busy beavers would fill the laundromats once Sunday brunch was over.
I turned the key and backed out. I liked that the town was quiet on Sundays. The road to the laundromat was desolate; no traffic passed me. The orange sunrise in the sky reminded me of a blank canvas waiting to be filled with art.
Only a tiny red car occupied the parking lot. After parking my Rabbit in front of the laundromat, I grabbed two bags and entered.
One hundred white and gray machines filled the soapy smelling room. There was a television playing some infomercial about knives. Time had yellowed the white asphalt tile on the floor. It’d been years since the floor was power washed. The floor squeaked when I stepped on it. The sound resembled that of a ship’s deck. The smell of bleach, detergent, and fabric softener almost masked a faint scent of vinegar and age. The sound of dripping water, muffled machine movements, and the TV created a white noise. 
On the clothes-folding tables, a less-than-ambitious handyman had painted many yellow coats. The laundromat was barren, except for one woman folding laundry at the back. Her eyes were wary, probably wondering if I was a rapist. I smiled and nodded, set the bags on the table and sorted them into the machines.
Once I loaded those, I walked out and grabbed two more bags. I filled up three machines with white underwear, four with colors, and three with towels. I wandered over to the change machine, let it slurp my twenty-dollar bill, and hit the jackpot. Eighty quarters clanked into my cup like falling hail on a tin roof. The quarters were cool to the touch. That machine always broke even for me, much better odds than Vegas.
The lady in the corner watched me add the coins to each washer. About my age, she wore blue spandex biking shorts that showed off her toned legs. There was a tassel on her fuzzy ankle socks that peeked out of her sparkling white tennis shoes. Putting her shoulders back, her nipples poked at her loose T-shirt, which left her belly button exposed. It must be a brazier wash day. Her long hair flowered over her shoulders and was a rich dark chocolate. She had a small, round nose. Her face was remarkably expressive, her thoughts written on it in words and pictures. Her eyes, as dark as night, pure black and rimmed in green, glistened. A golden chain dangled from her ear. Her mouth was held in a tight line, her lips full. She was a knockout. I blinked my eyes and turned away.




Chapter 15

My quirky brain wanted synchronicity, so I started all ten washers at the same time. Having yet to drink caffeine, I marched over to the coffee machine, loaded two quarters, pressed the button to add more cream, and watched the empty cup drop into place. The plastic guard protected the cup as it poured hot coffee, the steam rising to my nostrils. The guard lifted when the machine finished, so I grabbed it and sat at a table watching the machines. 
"That’s a lot of laundry you brought in," the lady said. She stared at me as she leaned against her washer with arms and legs crossed. Her eyes narrowed and shone with a hidden fire as her brow arced in a tight frown.
"Yeah, it’s probably a month’s worth."
"Why did you wait a month to do your laundry?"
"Well, we have a washer and dryer at home, but my wife decided it was easier to buy clothes than to wash them. She loves to shop."
"I wish I’d thought of that before I did my laundry," the lady giggled.
I smiled. "Well, at some point, someone has to do the laundry."
She sat down next to me at the table. Apparently, she didn’t regard me as a threat.
"I’m Billie." She stuck her hand out to me.
"Hi, I’m Tim," I said. "That’s a real cute name for a girl. How do you spell it?"
“B-I-L-L-I-E.”
"Yeah, that is cute." And you’re as cute as a button, I thought.
"Do you have kids?" Billie asked.
"Yes, we have two."
"How old are they?" Billie asked.
"We have a little girl. She’s five months old. And a four-year-old boy, I guess you could call him a boy. He’s mostly a tightly wound rubber ball that bounces off the walls." Billie’s laugh carried through the room like a refreshing summer breeze. Her bright eyes twinkled in the fluorescent light and her lips curved into a wide smile, revealing her straight white teeth.
"So, why not do laundry at home?"
"Well, that was my question to Candy. That’s my wife. She kept saying she’d get around to it, but she never did. In the end, I decided to do it myself, but not load by load. Hence, I figured I’d come here and finish it fast." Billie leaned back and pulled her hair over her ears. She gave me a slight smile, a flirty look. Damn, she looked good. If I’d been a cheater, I’d have hit on her. Candy hadn’t been intimate with me since we arrived in Ohio almost a year before. An attractive woman who wanted my attention was hard to resist.
Her machine buzzed, and she jumped up, unloaded the washer, and filled the dryer. Watching her bend over, my pulse increased. I needed to stop that; I said to myself. Taking a sip of coffee, I turned away. How could I quit thinking about her? Math equations should do it.
2×2 is four. 2×4 is eight. 2×8 is 16. 2×16 is 32. 2 x 32 is 64. 128. 256. 512. Billie. Shit. I looked up as Billie sat back at the table with me.
"What you do for a living, Billie?" I asked.
"I work at the DMV. You’ll see me when you renew your driver’s license. It’s the building next door." She pointed at the wall.
"Oh, I see. So are you married?" I noticed she didn’t have a wedding ring. Her voice was hushed and sweet, like a kitten’s purr.
"No, I’m as single as you can get." Her teeth sparkled as she smiled. Her lipstick was a pretty shade of pink and was applied precisely. Oh God, was she flirting? After one of my machines buzzed, I jumped from my chair, grabbed a shiny metal mesh basket, put the laundry in it, and rolled it over to the dryers. Looking at the laundry, I threw them in one handful at a time.




Chapter 16

There were large glass doors on the front loading commercial dryers, and the metal frames were gray enamel. Then I filled it with quarters and let it run. As the other washers buzzed, I concentrated on transferring the fruits of Candy’s shopping, keeping my eyes away from Billie.  
Picking up my coffee, I walked near my spinning clothes. I sipped the coffee, which was strong, hot, and bitter, like wine aged in the basement of a distillery. I felt the warmth of the liquid and steam as it slid down my throat.
My efforts to create space were ineffective; Billie walked right up to me, anyway.
"So, what are your plans after you finish your laundry? You said you were hoping to get done early today?"
"No specific plans," I said. "Whatever my family wants. It’s nice to spend the day with them. How do you spend your Sundays? "
"I ride my bicycle out of town on country trails. My car has a bike rack on the back. It’s wonderful exercise, and I love the smell and quiet of the country."
"That makes sense. I love being in the country, too." I sucked my coffee until it was empty. Time for another. "I’m going to grab a coffee. Do you want one?"
"Sure, that would be nice." She walked with me to the coffee machine.
"Cream or sugar?" I asked.
"Yes, thank you."
"So both?" I laughed.
"Yes." Billie’s eyes crinkled in the corners and her lips curved up into a subtle but sincere smile. Her cheeks became rosy with delight and her entire face lit up with the warmth of her expression.
I shoved quarters in the slot. After pushing the button, I stood back to watch her coffee pour. She took hers, and I got one for myself. Watching the steam rise and smelling fresh coffee in the morning is almost as enjoyable as tasting it. Seeing as Billie was going to stay near me, I sat at the table.
We sat quietly, sipping our drinks. I looked out the window. It was a sunny day. A light blue sky dotted with puffy clouds floated lazily, changing colors as they swirled. The air was silent and still. The traffic was light. A few cars drove by and a few people walked on the street. The wind was nonexistent.
The floor of the laundromat caught my attention. Floors interested me because of my history of cleaning them. The tile had worn wax that needed stripped and replaced. It was even worse under the washing machines. When I looked at Billie, she was watching me. She had a big smile on her face.
"What are you looking at?" She asked.
"Oh, uh. The tile. It needs stripped and waxed. I could make it shine."
"That’s an odd thing to be thinking about." Billie sipped her coffee.
"I know. I used to own a cleaning business. It’s hard to change old habits." Plus, it gets my mind off you, I thought.
"Are you ever away from the family?" Billie asked.
"Only when I’m working, or at the laundromat. Which I hope isn’t very often."
"Do you have a bicycle?"
"I do not." I looked back at the window.
"You know, I have an extra one. We could go bike riding on the trails today." She sipped her coffee, holding it in both hands, looking at me.
"Billie, you have no clue who I am. I could be a serial killer." I frowned.
"I have a good sense about people. I don’t think you’re a serial killer." She giggled.
"Well, no, I can’t do that. Spending time with my family is important to me, and I’m sure if I went bike riding with you, Candy wouldn’t be happy about that." 
"Well, maybe you could bring your family?"
This girl was persistent. I didn’t know how to respond.




Chapter 17

"I don’t think that’s a good idea." 
I looked toward the dryers. Speed up, speed up, I thought. Maybe mind power would dry the clothes faster. I needed to finish and go home. It wasn’t working. I wasn’t sure how much temptation I could handle. Maybe I’m wrong, I thought. Maybe she’s just being friendly. It’s probably my imagination she’s flirting. I leaned back. Yeah, let’s go with that, I thought.
Billie sipped her coffee and sat quietly. Finally, the dryers buzzed. Taking the shirts out of the dryer, I folded them on the table. Billie walked over to her machine and folded and put away her clothing in a bag. She finished much quicker than I did. Thank God, maybe she’s leaving now, I thought. Billie brought her bag over to my changing table.
"I get the feeling you like me." Billie said.
Oh God, I thought. "You seem like a lovely woman," I said. Yuck, the response of an old man.
"Maybe we can go out for drinks?" She gazed at me with eyes that were the most beautiful creation I had ever seen, and I could hardly tear my eyes away as she locked hers with mine. She leaned against the table, her body framing the most exquisite hourglass figure.
Okay, so it wasn’t my imagination. She was flirting. Blood was rushing to my ears, cheeks, and other parts south. I trembled and leaned against the table. I shouldn’t do this, I thought.
"Billie, if I was a single man, I’d be taking you up on that offer."
"Well, if you were a single man, I wouldn’t be making the offer. I only date married men."
"Really?"
"Yes, I only want to have fun. I don’t want long-term commitments."
Damn, I thought. I started folding the clothes faster. My mind rushed through many scenarios with Billie. None of them ended well.
"Billie, I can’t. However, it’s encouraging to know I can still attract women."
"Why would you need to know that? Isn’t your wife attracted to you?" She raised her eyebrows.
"Well, it doesn’t seem that way, but it doesn’t matter. I’m married with kids." I stopped folding to look at her. "But thanks for the ego boost." I went back to folding.
Billie folded her arms and stared at me. She was going to wait me out, but I needed her to leave before I crumbled. I concentrated on folding the clothes and putting them away. After five minutes, Billie said, "I’m leaving." She handed me a napkin. "My phone number. In case you change your mind."
"Okay, Billie, it was nice meeting you." I took the napkin and laid it on the table.
"I’ll see you when you get your driver’s license renewed?" Billie asked.
"Sure Billie. You have a nice day." She picked up her bag and walked out. I watched the way her snug bike shorts swung back and forth. The fabric grazed her thighs. Her long, black hair draped down her back and caressed her shoulder blades. My heart thumped like an off-balance washer. It pulsed in my temples, shot out at my fingertips, and rumbled down my legs. Then I remembered I was there for laundry.
After folding all the clothes, I carried them outside. For a minute, I listened to the motor after I started the car. My heart was beating faster than my Volkswagen Rabbit. Breathing slowly, I closed my eyes. After gaining my wits, I put the car in gear and drove. On the way home, I stopped for gas.
Pulling my billfold from my back pocket, I opened the door. There were three cards, one Visa, and two MasterCard. Putting the nozzle in the tank, I inserted the Visa card into the gas pump’s slot, waited for the beep, then selected my gasoline. While I waited, I leaned back on my Rabbit. The napkin with Billie’s phone number was in my pocket, so I grabbed it and looked at it.
Why did I still have it? Was I going to call her? I wondered if Candy would even care if I did.
The pump kept rhythm to my thoughts. Should I? Shouldn’t I?
The gas started sloshing; the nozzle shut off with a thump. After shaking the nozzle, I put it in the cradle for the next customer. Once again, I inspected the napkin, closed my eyes, breathed, then scrunched it up and threw it in the trash can next to the pump. Then I drove home.




Chapter 18

Monday morning, I drove over to Harley’s new club to do the closeout. A bucket truck was lifting a new sign onto the top of the building. The old "Wolfie’s" sign lay in the truck bed. The new one said "Hard Bodies." It featured a silhouette of a woman leaning backward and holding a martini glass. Harley was throwing money at his new toy.  
The club was lit up when I entered. A man with a potbelly and dirty jeans was vacuuming. He stood over a Hoover vac and sucked up scraps of paper with a long metal tube. A ring of keys rubbed on his belt loop. The key ring was as shiny as his bald spot. Over the years, the carpet’s pattern had faded, but the coffee stains were clearly visible against the tan background. Someone had stripped the wood flooring, and it now appeared raw and naked underfoot. It was Ralph. I walked over to him. "Ralph, aren’t you supposed to be delivering packages for Whitehall?"
Ralph’s face lit up with a wide, lopsided grin that revealed his crooked bottom teeth. His eyes crinkled in the corners and his lips spread apart in a childlike expression of delight. His smile was contagious, radiating good humor and warmth. He turned off the vacuum.
"Kermit didn’t need me in today until two o’clock, so Harley’s paying me to clean up here in the mornings. I can always use the extra money."
"And it doesn’t hurt that it’s a titty bar, right?" I asked. Ralph laughed.
"Where’s Harley?"
"He’s in the back." Ralph pointed.
"All right, Ralph, thanks." I walked around the hardwood floored stage with three brass poles. Harley had lined ten new overstuffed leather chairs around the stage. I found Harley in his office. A small light fixture hung above a desk in the corner, unshaded.
"Harley, I’m here for the closeout," I said. I set my briefcase on his solid wooden desk. On the wall was a pegboard with metal hooks. Hanging from them were clipboards with schedules, bills, invoices, and other miscellaneous papers. The slight scent of cigarette smoke wafted from an ashtray on Harley’s desk. The hum of the air conditioning unit was barely audible.
"Hey Tim, glad you’re here. So how’d it go this week?"
"We’re going pretty good, five-thousand bucks over the previous week."
"That’s good!" Harley said. His eyes grew big as he added the numbers on the closeout papers I gave him. There were six stacks of checks dated for later deposit he ignored.
"Did you total the checks?" Harley asked.
"Yes, twice."
"Great." Harley signed my list.
"Don’t you wanna count the checks?" I asked.
"The bank’ll do that for me. They’ll let me know if it’s off."
I smiled. "Thanks. I appreciate that."
"No problem," Harley said. "You did a good job this week."
Harley was a pot-bellied, imposing figure with broad shoulders and large hands. His eyes crinkled with amusement and his lips parted to reveal a broad smile that showed off straight, white teeth. He was always in motion, whether it was laughing or talking, always with a boisterous spirit with cheeks that were always flushed red from a recent laugh. Or maybe booze. He always made me laugh and was kind.
"Oh, by the way," Harley said, "we need a district manager in Illinois. Do you have a suggestion?" Harley wrapped my closeout packages with thick rubber bands.
"Kwame in Cincinnati has been doing wonderful work, and he’s extremely reliable."
"Do you think he’d go to Illinois?"
"He might if it’s advancement. He has no family. That’s why he went from Whitehall to Cincinnati. I’ll ask him today if you like."
"That’ll be great."
"What’s the pay?"
"It’s two percent."
"Harley, he’s making $1200 a week. I doubt he’ll agree to two percent."
"That’s Dagger’s state. I don’t have control over his commissions." Harley stood, stretched his arms, and yawned.
"I’ll bring it up to him. I can’t promise he’ll want to do it. He didn’t enjoy working directly with Dagger before. Kwame talks to Rudy in Chicago. Rudy hates working for your brother."
"How do you know what the managers are doing?" Harley asked.
"I recruited and trained them. I guess they like me. They call to brag about how they’re doing or to complain about Dagger."
"Yeah, I get it," Harley said. "Talk to Kwame and see what he says."
"I will. I’m leaving now." I raised my hand to Ralph in a friendly gesture as I departed, but he was too busy scraping off whatever was stuck to the floor. He probably didn’t notice my wave.
"See you later, Ralph," I said.
Ralph looked up, "See you."




Chapter 19

When I arrived in Cincinnati at Kwame’s office, I wanted to see the workers without them knowing I had arrived. I sucked my chi energy in so nobody would recognize me and sat in an empty chair between two telemarketers. Kwame’s people always had a positive attitude. Their smiles radiated a calm glow, like the shine of polished marble. The room smelled of fresh paint and breakfast bagels with cream cheese and coffee brewing. The chairs were well-padded and swiveled for effortless movement. I listened to make sure everybody was following the script and being polite.  
Kwame was checking out a driver. He held a clipboard while counting the inventory. The driver laughed at one of Kwame’s jokes. These people loved working for him. After Kwame finished with the driver, he walked around the room listening to his telemarketers, patting them on the back. He walked right in front of me without recognizing me. After observing for thirty minutes, I let go of my chi and became visible.
Kwame looked my way, "Oh my God, how long have you been sitting there?" He dropped his pen.
"About thirty minutes. Didn’t you see me walk in?"
"No, I didn’t."
"Well, you were doing a good job concentrating on your people. That’s probably why."
"Yeah, maybe." Kwame didn’t seem convinced.
"Hey, Kwame, come out back. I want to tell you something." Kwame followed me out into the brisk, sunny day. His driver had finished loading his four-door green sedan and was driving out of the parking lot.
"Kwame, there’s a district manager position open in Illinois. I told Harley I’d talk to you about it."
"I’m interested in a promotion. Do you think it’s a good job?"
"Well, the downside is Dagger would be your immediate superior. You know how he is."
Kwame inhaled, briefly closing his eyes. "Yeah, I sure do." He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall.
"You’re not required to take it. I only said I’d offer it to you."
"What’s the pay?"
"Two percent, which isn’t very much. I’m not sure how big the district is. I don’t know how much you’d earn."
"How much do you get paid for your district?" Kwame asked.
"I get three percent. Harley offered me two percent, but I declined. That’s when Harley gave Jeff the position. Harley asked me to watch him. When I needed to fire him, I offered to take the district for three points. Harley accepted."
We stood quietly. A gust of wind blew leaves onto the sidewalk. A green-and-yellow taxi stopped in the alley. Cars and trucks ran by on Second Avenue, but the brick building muted the sound. Birds were in the trees behind the building. They fluttered about, showing off for one another or for someone else in their lives. The song of a cardinal rang out and brightened my mood. I wondered if they knew how lucky they were to be free. I wondered if they would make the same decisions I made.
"Tell you what, Kwame, I’ll try to get more information for you. It’s hard to decide on such slim input. There’s no hurry to decide this."
"All right, thanks Tim." Kwame stood and smiled. He wanted advancement but was wary of being trapped in a lion’s den. As he should be.
"How are sales this week, Kwame?" I asked.
"I think we’re gonna beat last week by two grand."
"Good job. Keep it up. I’m very proud of what you’re doing out here."
"Thanks Tim." I shook Kwame’s hand, scanned the room and listened to the soft murmur of conversation, the creaking of chairs as people shifted their weight, and the low hum of the air conditioning, then exited.




Chapter 20

My next stop was the Clifton office on the southern side of Cincinnati. An architect shaped the building like an iron at the triangular intersection of three streets. The sun beat down as I parked on the street a block away. Three chipped wooden steps led to a glass door with a splintered frame. The tarnished metal doorknob felt cold in my palm. There were only six people working as I inhaled my chi and entered. Nobody looked at me and I didn’t see Dennis, the manager. The salespeople sounded depressed. Harley had recruited Dennis, but I didn’t know where he found him.  
Like an old general store, the floor was bare wood. The center boards were worn from years of use, with gouges marring the surfaces and indentations creating an uneven texture that was not quite smooth. Grain was visible and rough. The boards bowed slightly in the middle from the weight of footsteps.
Each side of the building had plate-glass windows. The manager’s desk had become a nest for McDonald’s paper cups, napkins, and coffee stirrers. Three pizza boxes lay stacked on top of four brown paper cups like delicate dominoes. They had left the seventh cup full, next to a half-empty bag of peanuts. A fly was busy crawling through the nuts, to find a tiny snack for its young in the box of trash underneath the desk.
I heard talking in the stockroom, entered and looked for the voices. The manager behind the inventory was talking to a telemarketer named Blair. I kept my chi energy sucked in and listened to the conversation.
"You can manage my business while I’m working here," Dennis said to Blair.
"I’ve never made pizza. I’ve always been a delivery guy," Blair said.
"It’s easy to do," Dennis said. "I’ll teach you how."
"If you say so."
"I say so. It’s simple."
"What if we don’t have customers?"
"I can have the salespeople sell sheets with fifty dollars' worth of coupons for five dollars. If we only sell it with the lightbulb sales, there won't be any extra delivery costs."
"Couldn’t we stick flyers on the doors around here?" Blair didn’t look convinced.
"We could. But I think it’s more likely they’ll use the coupons if they paid for them."
"That makes sense. I guess we can try," Blair said. "Is there a pizza oven?"
"Yeah, it used to be a pizza delivery shop. It’s set to go."
"And you already paid for it?"
"Yep, I paid $20,000 for the equipment and supplies, and signed a lease for the property." Dennis folded his arms and nodded.
"I hope you don’t lose your money."
"I don’t think we will."
I wondered where Dennis got $20,000 on a manager’s salary. I hoped he wasn’t stealing from us. Plus, it wasn’t cool for him to sell his pizza coupons from our office. I returned to the main room and sat. After five minutes, Dennis came out. I released my energy.
"Oh, Tim, when did you get here?" Dennis asked.
"About ten minutes ago. I’ve been listening to your salespeople. They have potential," I said.
"Thanks."
"Is there an ad in the newspaper? We need more salespeople."
"Yeah, but nobody wants to work here." Dennis frowned.
"Why is that?" I lifted one eyebrow.
"I don’t know."
"Well, I’ll hang out and help, Okay?" Dennis nodded, but not enthusiastically. He noticed my frown at his desk and cleaned off the trash.
"Hey, Dennis, how did you find us?" I asked.
"Harley answered the phone when I called from the ad in the paper. He told me to come in."
"Yeah, Harley’s a good recruiter. People want to work for him. We need to increase your sales. I’ll show you how. I think I’ll spend the evening shift here to train you and your salespeople."
"Okay," Dennis mumbled.
Maybe I can get the skinny on his secret pizza business, I thought.
"Dennis, I’m going up the street for lunch. I’ll be back." I walked out and up half a block and turned to watch the shop. Blair exited and strolled away from me. Dennis probably sent him on a pizza shop errand. I sucked in my chi and followed, keeping my distance. Blair disappeared around the corner. He was nowhere in sight when I reached the corner. I kept walking, hoping to find him again. I didn’t.
This narrow street was on a hill. Shops lined each side, each stair step fitted on the slope, squeezed tight like puzzle pieces. I went across the cobblestone street to a deli and ordered a Reuben sandwich. I sat at a table to watch the street in case Blair appeared. He didn’t. After half an hour, I returned to the office. 




Chapter 21

Dennis was on the phone.  
"Yes, we’re hiring. Can you come in for an interview?" Dennis grabbed a pen. (Pause) "Evenings are not good. How about tomorrow afternoon at 2:00 PM?" Dennis wrote on his notepad. (Pause) "Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow at two." Dennis hung up the phone. It was obvious Harley had not shown Dennis my system. Harley didn’t realize why he attracted salespeople, so he couldn’t have explained it to Dennis.
"Hey, Dennis," I said. I put my briefcase on the table next to the wall. I flipped it open and pulled out a sheet of paper. "Dennis, use this script when people call about the job." I pointed at the paper. "The bottom is a script we use when they walk in the door. And I have a sales training system print out," I handed another paper to him.
"I already know how to recruit people," Dennis said.
"How many of your appointments show up?"
"Not very many."
"Well, I tell you what, I have proven my system works. How about we use mine until we get you up to ten thousand a week in sales and then you can tweak it?"
Dennis’s nostrils flared, and his lips tightened. The action combined with the line of his jaw and the set of his eyes told me he had a short temper. He set his face like stone, showing neither anger nor emotion.
"Okay, Dennis?" I handed the paper to him. He took it with a snap.
"This is way too simple," Dennis said. "People won’t walk in immediately."
"This system has worked thousands of times. Read it to me so I can train you." I leaned against the table and crossed my arms. Dennis turned his eyeballs to look at me without moving his head. The eye movement was more like a camera panning around him.
"Dennis, please repeat it back to me."
Dennis read in a deadpan voice, "Yes, we’re hiring. I give everybody a chance. Come on in and I’ll get you started." Dennis looked up at me. "It doesn’t sound professional if we let them in whenever they want. They need to come at an appointed time, so they know we’re serious."
"Dennis, put yourself in their situation. Ninety percent of the people calling us are not professionals. They need cash today. That’s why they’re calling from our ad that says, cash paid daily. They’ve called a lot of ads and are trying to decide where to apply. Everybody else is setting appointments. They’re worried they won’t get hired. They’re worried they won’t be able to make it until payday. We’re saying get in here now, you’re hired. We’ll pay you today. Which job would you pick if you were in their situation?"
"I’d only go for an appointment. I’d consider the other people clowns."
"You’re not our typical recruit. Read it back to me one more time."
Dennis repeated it to me again. His voice was robotic and flat, with no inflection. He delivered his words with the monotone used to describe a traffic jam or the weather. He pressed his lips tightly together, as if he were lying to the caller.
"Dennis, you’ll have to sound a little excited, someone they want to work with. The reason I wanted to work for Harley was he sounded competent, confident, and fun."
"I can’t do this." Dennis put the paper on the desk.
"It’s your choice, Dennis. I can get another manager."




Chapter 22

His left eye twitched, and he squinted at me. Veins in his neck and temple popped up. I expected him to explode and attack. I held my breath as I watched a volcano ready to erupt that could consume me with fiery lava. Finally, Dennis sighed deeply and exhaled slowly. "You’re wrong. It won’t work." His voice became quickly defeated, as if he already knew there was no hope for success by trying my method.  
Dennis surprised me by walking out of the office without saying a word. I felt strange being left in the room alone, not knowing what his reaction would be when he returned.
I considered all the possibilities as I waited: Would Dennis come back with a new attitude or remain stubbornly set in his ways? Would Dennis take responsibility for getting this office off the ground or force me to fire him?
After what seemed like hours but was only minutes, Dennis poked his head back through the door and announced, "Okay, I’ll do it your way."
"Thank you Dennis. I’m not trying to be an ass. My goal is to help you and your salespeople make more money."
"Okay," he said. The phone rang, and he picked it up. He looked at me.
"Yes, we’re hiring. Come on in and I’ll give you a chance," he said. I nodded and smiled to encourage him. He gave the man directions to our office and hung up.
"Well, this’ll be interesting," he mumbled. Dennis had four more prospects call. Two new recruits arrived within an hour. I shook their hands.
"Hi, I’m Tim."
"I’m here about the job."
"Have you done telemarketing before?"
"Yes," they both told me.
"All right, let’s get started. I’ll go over the rules and script with you. We pay cash daily. If you need the money today, you’ll have to wait until after the drivers come in at 9:30, otherwise you can pick it up tomorrow."
"Okay, that sounds great," one said. The other nodded.
"Why don’t you guys grab some coffee and a seat? I’ll get the script and show you how to mark the numbers."
I got the new recruits trained and listened to them work. After about an hour of giving hints, they had it down. Within an hour and a half, they each had pulled in three sales. We gained two more salespeople at 4:30. I stayed the evening. We had nine of the ten phones filled up. The sales crew produced a record fifteen-hundred in sales. The new salespeople sold half of it. Telemarketing can be rewarding if you can deal with rejection and keep a smile on your face. At nine o’clock, we shut off the phones and waited for the delivery drivers to return.
"So, what do you think now?" I asked Dennis.
"Well, it seems you’re right. That was awfully easy, and we made more money."
"Yes, your office can do fifteen-thousand dollars per week in sales."
"Really?" Dennis’s eyes were enormous as he stared at me.
"Yes. Just follow my instructions. I’ll give as much help as you need."
"Well, I don’t think I’ll need a lot of your time." Dennis frowned. I wondered if he was afraid I’d find out about his $20,000 secret. After the drivers all checked in, I headed back home.




Chapter 23

It was night; the highway was dry; traffic was sparse, and the darkness was thick; as I drove sixty-five miles per hour, listening to Hotel California.  
I glanced in my rearview mirror and noticed how dark the road behind me was–no headlights or streetlamps of any kind, just an eerie darkness that seemed to stretch on forever. It made me feel uneasy, and I felt my grip tighten on the steering wheel. I increased my speed from sixty-five to seventy-five miles per hour.
Suddenly, loud thumping noises came from under my car, sending vibrations through the entire vehicle. I quickly pulled over.
"Oh great, a flat tire," I said. Despite stopping on the highway berm, the thumping continued. It was neither a flat tire nor an automobile part making that noise. Maybe a racoon was under the hood. Maybe, I thought, I should stay safe in the car. But that critter might chew through some wires if I kept driving.
Hoping someone would stop to shine a light around my car, I turned on my flashers. A trucker would have been great. No one stopped after ten minutes. I decided to inspect.
The door had a brown plastic interior. By pulling on the window crank, I sealed the window, then grabbed the chrome lever. A coarse, slow creak sounded as I pushed the door open while holding my breath. The smell of fumes and gasoline flooded my nostrils, like standing next to a gas station pump during a heavy rain.
The thumping continued, but now it was not just a thumping sound. It was a rhythmic sound made like the chatter of teeth and jagged nails dragged across a chalkboard.
After checking the wheel wells, it sounded like it was at the front of the car. Taking a step toward the grill, I unlatched and lifted the hood three inches. The thumping continued. Under the hood, there was a second release lever I needed to pull, but what if it bit me? What if it jumped on me when I opened it?
Stepping back from the car, I listened to my breathing and felt my heartbeat. The half moon lit the dark, empty field enough to see wheat swaying in the wind. I turned my attention back to the car. The hood needed to be opened.
Grabbing the release, I squeezed it, then yanked my hand back. Nothing bit me. The hood was free to be raised. Taking a deep breath, I pushed it up and jumped backward. No one attacked me, but the thumping continued, louder now than when I first heard it.
Slowly, I stepped forward, stretching my neck to see the engine. Moonlight barely illuminated the brake assembly on the inside of the wheel. Something dark moved along with the thumping, but I couldn’t identify it.
"Hey, what are you doing?" I yelled. The pounding stopped, and the darkness engulfed my head. Unseen hands wrapped around my neck, cutting off my breath. I grabbed my throat and fell to the ground. This was Dale’s energy. I struggled for air, but in vain. In desperation, I rolled onto my stomach and grabbed at the grass. My knees scrapped on gravel as I squirmed and then rolled over and over trying to release this evil grip.
My eyes were closed, I could hear the grass rustling and the cicadas singing, the smell of damp earth and the coppery smell of blood filled my nostrils.
Tim, you need to relax. Relax. I thought. Or it may have been Sheena speaking. I wasn’t sure, but I immediately calmed. I still couldn’t breathe, but I imagined the violet egg surrounding my body and rejecting Dale’s evil. When the energy released its grip on my throat, the egg ejected the dark figure out of the shell into the wheat field, like a potato gun. 
Still gasping, I lay on the ground, grateful for air. My nose was bleeding from the fall. The air was fetid, like a landfill in the heart of summer. There was no sound except for the pounding of my heart. The grass stung my arms as I pulled myself up. Standing thirty feet away, I stared at the evil mass, which then morphed into Dale’s figure.




Chapter 24

The inky darkness rolled over the wheat field like an expanding black hole, growing larger and larger. It didn’t move forward, it just expanded, as if the darkness itself was in slow motion. I sensed Dale’s evil. He stank of foulness, like spoiled meat or a rotted corpse. 
As I stood, I increased the size of my violet egg, which pushed the dark mass back ten feet. I waited ten minutes, but it was still there. I couldn’t drive and maintain the violet egg at the same time. If I walked away, this evil would return to my car. I needed to talk to Sheena about that because I couldn’t spend the rest of my life raising the violet egg to ward off Dale.
A few years ago, Sheena taught me how to fight threats by becoming a tornado. I had wondered why a violet egg was better for Dale than a tornado. She explained the tornado was for physical threats, the violet egg for evil energy. Dale’s energy, however, seemed to transform into both.
Perhaps seeking a weakness, the dark figure circled the egg, which hummed. Was Dale asleep? Could his energy only attack me when he was dreaming? Sheena said he wasn’t even aware that he was attacking me, that it happened during his most hateful dreams.
As his shape expanded, it pounded on the egg, not with arms, but with pulses. This evil was getting stronger. How long before it could break through?
"God, Sheena, spirits, please help me," I said. As the egg hummed louder, the dark figure retreated. For a full minute, it stood, staring at me. After that, it charged and hit the egg. The egg grew louder. After attacking a second time, he bounced back twenty feet into the field. As soon as he regained his stance, he looked at me, then charged at me again. As he hit the violet egg, it made a loud humming sound that echoed through the wheat field. I felt a surge of energy shoot through me, like a bolt of lightning. The figure bounced back 20 feet into the field and regained its stance. It was charging again, faster this time. My feet shuffled beneath me as I braced myself for another impact.
He hit the egg with such force that he bounced out of my sight. The egg’s hum seemed to have increased by a few notes in pitch; it was almost singing at this point.
I stood alone in the wheat field, surrounded by an eerie stillness that spoke more loudly than words ever could about the power of evil.
Waiting for him to return, I scanned the field. After five minutes, I had hoped he was gone.
Clouds rolled in, hiding the moon, and the egg grew quiet. Then there was something moving in the grass. I couldn’t see it. My egg only protected me against negative energy, not against savage beasts. The idea of controlling an egg while simultaneously summoning a tornado seemed impossible to me. As I walked toward my car, rocks crunched beneath my feet. The grass shook again. I stopped. It stopped.
Taking out my car keys from my pocket, I creeped toward the car. Steps on the gravel followed me. When I bolted toward my car, my foot hit something hard and I tripped, dropping my keys and cutting my hands on the ground. The footsteps behind me continued. I listened to discern if it had shoes or claws.
Then, the creature stopped and emitted a long growl. It was low and drawn out, like a creaking door opening slowly, each syllable building in intensity as it moved through the air. It carried with it a menacing warning, a promise of violence and destruction if pushed on any further. I heard it take a step. Then silence. Then another step.
With scraped and stinging hands, I was crawling on my belly. I heard another step. Then silence. No more growling. But I could hear breathing. Squinting in the dark, I felt the breath on my face. I needed to get to my car.
I searched along the ground for my keys. In the event I couldn’t find them, maybe I could crawl on top of my car, assuming I could find it in the dark. Could the beast also climb the car? Maybe I could get inside the vehicle before it caught me.
New vibrations from the ground rattled my knees. Looking toward the noise, I saw headlights of semi-trucks. As I held still, the rumbling and lights grew louder.
There was a convoy of trucks coming toward me. The rumble of the engines was like a bellow pumping air into a forge. The sound of tires rolling across the road was like a herd of cattle.
I looked around as the light grew stronger and spotted my keys. While waiting for the trucks to approach, I grabbed them. In the noise of their passing, their tires creaking and their engines roaring, I jumped and ran to my car, crawled in, and slammed the door. I started the engine and pulled out, my tires squealing. In my rearview mirror, I saw the creature standing in the middle of the road, illuminated by the truck’s headlights. The creature had glowing coals in its eyes. The shrieks of metal brakes blasted the air like a thousand demons as the truck drivers saw the beast.
As I drove away, I felt relief and deep gratitude for the truckers, thankful that I escaped.




Chapter 25

Harley instructed me to close out at Dagger’s house again on Monday. Wet weather and dark gray clouds formed a haze on Powell Road on the way there. As befitting the meeting at Dagger’s place, it was a damp, dismal day. I knew I would see Dale again, and that realization made my insides twist.  
Pouring rain served as a soundtrack as I entered Dagger’s gravel entrance. My tires crunched on the pebbles as I drove up around the bend and saw Dale and Harley’s vehicles. I parked by the trickling stream that flowed through a tree-covered ravine next to the driveway. In contrast to what waited inside, it seemed peaceful. As I rang the doorbell holding my briefcase, the rain pelted my face. I was dreading what lay ahead and my stomach was in knots.
Donna, Harley’s girlfriend, told the dogs to stop yapping before she opened the door. She had painted her face in thick, dark makeup. Kind of like an old-fashioned actor. She had a pretty face, really, the kind you’d take home to meet Mom. The sad part was the clown makeup. She had applied red lipstick like a cheap doll’s, and she had tied her long, stringy blonde hair into a ponytail. Donna’s breath smelled of scotch, her body of cigarette smoke.
"Hello Donna, how are you today?" I asked.
"Hi Timmy, doing good. The boys are downstairs. You know where to go, right?"
"Yes I do, Donna, thank you." Walking toward the dungeon, I descended the thickly carpeted stairs, that felt like a hundred blankets under my feet. It wasn’t a dungeon at all; it was quite nice, but the negative energy made it feel like one. The smell of beer was strong, like they had just opened a new bottle.
The clanging of pool balls hitting each other in quick succession and Harley’s laughter filled the air. Dagger and Dale were shooting pool when I entered. Harley sat with a beer on a stool next to the bar.
"Hey Timmy," Dagger said to me. He had a big smile. I was torn between letting him be friendly, which was better than him screaming at me, or correcting him with my name.
"Hi Dagger, thanks for inviting me over. I like the new red felt on your table," I said. It sparkled with its new top and polished oak legs. The stained glass light above the table was now brighter and larger.
Harley snatched a frosted beer mug from behind the bar. "Coors Light, right Tim?" Harley asked.
"Yes, Harley. Thank you," I said. Walking over to the bar, I watched the yellow liquid pour into the mug. He topped it off and set it on the bar. The bubbles fizzed on my tongue as I took a sip.
"So, how’d you do this week?" Harley asked.
"Just over 45,000."
"Well, that’s great. You kicked Dale’s ass." Harley laughed. Dale’s face was instantly red as I darted my gaze toward him. Steam roiled from his ears.
"Dale, seems you’re behind our rookie here," Dagger said.
Dale’s knuckles turned white as he clenched his teeth and gripped the pool cue. Grunting, he withdrew into the shadows.
Dagger cleared the table, sinking the eight ball for a winning game. "Okay, Dale, I cleaned your clock. You wanna play for another C-Note?"
Dale walked out of the shadow, shook Dagger’s hand and put his stick in the rack. "No, I’m done." He stomped over to the bar and sat. Harley poured him a shot. Dale swallowed it in one gulp.
"Come on, Dale, don’t be a poor sport," Harley said. "I’m sure you’ll catch up to Tim."
"It’s impossible to catch him when you constantly give me the worst territories. Whatever you give to Tim is golden. Brett calls him the golden boy. I think it’s just because you give him all the gold. It’s not fair." Dale passed his shot glass to Harley, who refilled it.
I remembered Dale had called his little brother the golden child. He remembers Brett calling me the golden boy. He associated that jealousy with me, the golden boy. Harley was his cruel mother, treating me with favoritism. It made sense why Dale hated me. 
"Dale, your territory is like everyone else’s. It’s all in your management." Harley said.
"Timmy, how about a game of pool?" Dagger asked.
"I’ll play, but not for a hundred. How about ten bucks?"
"You afraid you’ll lose it to me?"
"I think that’s a given. You play pool more than I do." I grinned. Dagger chuckled and waved me over. Then I grabbed a pool stick, chalked it up, and set the balls for Dagger to break. As expected, Dagger beat me. I handed him ten dollars, and he patted me on the back. Dale drained his drink and set the glass down on the bar. Dagger grabbed the pool cues, and Harley collected the balls. They all leaned against the side of the bar to chat. Then I walked up the stairs and into the night.




Chapter 26

The next day I visited the Southern Ohio offices. I heard a hammer pounding on the back of my car as I left Dayton. It was 10:00 PM; the highway was dark and wet, and it had rained all day. I decided I should pull over to double check. I got out of the car reluctantly, looking warily toward the grass, hoping not to see Dale’s figure again. When I opened the trunk, the noise stopped. But I saw nothing. There were no foreign objects stuck in the tires. I lifted the hood. Nothing.  
After climbing back into the car, I returned to the roadway and drove on. A few miles later, the noise started again. Surely it was Dale, but I chose not to stop and drove home. The sinister thumping sound that had followed me all night ceased as I made the turn onto my street. Now that it had stopped, I felt a wave of relief as I pulled up in front of my house.
The following day, I went to the hardware store and bought a roll of duct tape. In case the thumping was a loose trunk, I taped it shut. It looked ridiculous, but I didn’t care. I visited my offices all day, and the banging did not return. Maybe it was a loose trunk.
Despite my attempts to forget, the thumping returned the next day. This time, it was in my house. When I heard it, I was watching TV on the couch. I thought it was coming from CBS News, but I realized it wasn’t. It reverberated and echoed throughout the living room, heavy and menacing, like a relentless march of an approaching army. The sound resembled the crunch of heavy boots on the ground.
Then the thumping moved to the kitchen. When I walked near the stove, it stopped. After several minutes, I heard it upstairs. I felt my heart racing as I crept up the stairs, each footstep intensifying the sound. When I stepped onto the landing, its source became very clear - it was coming from my bedroom.
Opening the door slowly, I switched on the light. Immediately, the thumping stopped. My glance around the room revealed nothing amiss. Candy was asleep.
A sense of dread filled my body as I lay in bed that night, petrified of Dale. My heart was pounding. Instantly, I felt Dale’s violent energy. I bolted upright, searching the room for a way to protect myself. In desperation, I remembered the violet egg and raised it.
Dale continued to thump on the egg relentlessly. The egg shook from side to side as he tried to break it. A chill ran down my spine as I watched in horror. Suddenly, a loud crash filled the room and Dale was gone. The egg had held up against his rage. Relieved but exhausted, I fell asleep with the violet egg still surrounding my family. The noise woke no one else.




Chapter 27


[image: image-placeholder]On a skyscraper in downtown Columbus, I'm watching stars wink out as the sun rises over the horizon. The office lights show only as pinpoints of light in an ocean of darkness. It is early in the morning. The wind is blowing Sheena’s hair across her face as she sits next to me. I can almost hear her thoughts and wonder if she can hear mine. A cool breeze blows between us, and the air smells of fresh rain.
"Sheena, I get nervous when we’re in the city," I said.
"Because of your flyer friends that were killed?" Sheena asks.
"Yes. But it’s been a while since the last murder."
"For now, the threat is gone. You’ll be safe in the city until I tell you otherwise." As Sheena takes my hand, her smile warms my heart.
"Sheena, I feel like I’m being torn in two. Dale’s attacks are getting stronger each day, and the thumping noises on the violet egg are growing louder. When I drive at night, the thumping on the roof shakes my car. It’s hard to concentrate on a violet egg while I’m driving and, honestly, it’s wearing me out."
"Yes, I know, Tim."
"You told me there was something else I could do if Dale’s attacks became dangerous. He’s close to breaching the violet egg." Sheena releases my hand and looks away. We sit quietly for five minutes.
"Timothy Tibb, I will tell you what to do next, but there are warnings." Sheena looks at me seriously. "I told you to imagine Dale’s evil energy bouncing off the egg and into space, where it couldn’t harm anyone. If you are truly in need of more protection, you can return the energy to the sender, but don’t allow it to bounce back to anybody else."
I stared at Sheena in disbelief. "How do I do that?"
Sheena takes a deep breath before speaking. "It’s not easy, Tim. You need to call upon your own inner power and use it to redirect Dale’s energy back to him. It will be a difficult task, and you may encounter some danger along the way."
I thought about this for a few moments before asking, "What kind of danger?"
Sheena looks me in the eye and says, "Using that force can become addictive. If you lose self-control, you can degrade into an evil person. But I have faith in you, Timothy."
"I won’t lose self-control."
"The repercussions of returning Dale’s energy could be serious. It can affect his health and those around him. He could die."
"I don’t want to kill him. I only want him to stop."
"It may only weaken him, not kill him. But unexpected consequences may arise."
I felt concrete under my hands as I sat on the edge of the skyscraper. It was smooth, like polished glass. A few drops of moisture beaded the surface and the top of the building. Silence and the gentle updraft of wind brushes the hair from my face as it carries the sound of a million noises below me. I hear cars, horns, and footsteps that bounce off the cement and metal.
"Is it possible for me to become friends with him? I’ve tried, but he doesn’t seem interested. Perhaps if I made friends with him, he would stop attacking me and I wouldn’t have to direct all his energy back at him?"
Sheena is now floating above the street looking down at me. She holds her arms open. "Make friends if you can. Come on, Timothy Tibb, we need to fly."
The wind whips our hair around as we fly over the city. As we glide over the tops of buildings, I can see cars moving like clockwork toys on the freeway below us.
Then we leave the city and fly over the suburbs and a lake, its waters glimmering and reflecting the rising sun like orange glass. The wind feels refreshing, and I can feel my spirit soar as we move further away from the city. Sheena instructs me to point my hands toward our destination for increased speed, and I feel a surge of power as I follow her instructions.
We continue flying higher and higher until we reach the clouds above us. They look like soft white silk stretched across the sky. We circulate around them, playing in their humid warmth, then shoot downwards through their misty whiteness again.
The landscape below changes from small suburban houses to open fields surrounded by dense forests of pine trees, their needles glittering in the sunlight. After a few hours, Sheena motions for us to land in an open field with tall grasses dancing in the wind. 
"Okay Timothy Tibb, this is a good place."
I step onto solid ground and feel at peace with myself and my surroundings; I hadn’t felt it in a long time.
Sheena turns to me and smiles warmly. "Now we must meditate here so you can focus your energy on sending Dale’s energy back to him."
I nod and close my eyes in concentration, feeling the warmth of the sun on my skin, the fresh smell of grass in the air, and feeling one with nature around me. After what seems like an eternity of meditation has passed, I hear Sheena’s voice speaking softly behind me: "Tim, are you ready?"
I open my eyes slowly. "Yes." 
She nods, then takes my hand. "Be careful when you send Dale’s energy back to him. Remember who you are." We stand in silence and enjoy the peace of being together.
[image: image-placeholder]




Chapter 28

It was July 4 1988, Monday, 8 AM. Before the family woke up, I retrieved a wedding anniversary gift I had hidden in the closet. It was a ceramic merry-go-round horse that danced to music. Candy’s eyes lit up when she saw them at the mall. I knew it’d be a wonderful gift. After setting it on the kitchen table, I went to the refrigerator to prepare breakfast. The aroma of the eggs and bacon awoke Candy, and she came downstairs.  
"Happy anniversary, Candy," I said.
"Thank you, Tim. Is that box for me?" Candy touched the box wrapped in bright red paper with a luxurious white ribbon bow tied around it. The bow was perfectly symmetrical, with no creases or folds. It was a thick, sturdy box.
"Yes, but read the card first." After reading the card, she looked back at the box without comment.
"Can I open it?" She asked.
"Yes, go ahead," I said. She shrieked with excitement when she saw the picture on the box. Like a kid on Christmas morning, she grabbed the box, tearing away the wrapping with wild abandon until the box was open. Her eyes sparkled and her smile grew wide as she examined her new treasure. After removing the staples, I lifted out the porcelain painted horse.
"Oh my, it’s so beautiful. How did you know I wanted this?"
"Whenever we go shopping on Sundays, I watch you stare at this one." She seemed pleased with her gift, and I smiled.
Candy turned it on and sat to watch. Music played as the horses went up and down, light sparkled around the pole. Assuming she would have a gift for me, I waited.
"Candy, did you get something for me?"
Candy looked at me and shook her head. "I didn’t have enough money to buy anything," she said.
"Not even a card? It’s only three dollars for a Hallmark." I frowned.
"You know I’m just so busy with the kids." Her voice trailed off as she returned her attention to the porcelain art.
I sat for a moment, digesting her words. Every year, I bought her a gift, and she never gave me anything in return. After I thought for a few minutes, I became immensely frustrated.
"Candy, you always shop so you don’t have to do laundry. Couldn’t you have picked up a small present for me?"
The words hung in the air, heavy with my disappointment. An exasperated puff of air left my lips as I shook my head and sighed in defeat. "Well, I guess I’ll go take a shower." Pulling back my chair, I went upstairs.
After shaving, I was still fuming. After six years of marriage, Candy had never bought me a gift. Not even a card. Not that I wanted material things, but I’d like to know she appreciated our anniversary. She probably didn’t care about our anniversary except for what she gained from it. As I took a shower, melancholy replaced my frustration with Candy’s lack of thoughtfulness. With a heavy heart, I toweled off and got dressed.
When I returned downstairs, the porcelain horse was still playing music and Candy was contentedly watching it go up and down the pole. The horse was a small, dainty figure. It had a white, glossy body with gold-painted accents. Its shining mane was a deep chestnut brown, and its tail was long and flowing. It had three golden rings around its neck and a saddle decorated with purple ribbons, making it look like a regal steed fit for a princess. It was beautiful. I took a deep breath to steady myself and walked up to her.
"Candy, we’re supposed to be at Harley’s house for his Fourth of July party at two o’clock. Let’s have some breakfast, then go."
Candy nodded and went upstairs to wake the kids. Everyone was ready for breakfast. We ate quickly, then went about getting ourselves and the kids ready to leave for Harley’s house. Before heading out, we gathered on the porch to breathe in the morning air. It was a beautiful summer day with white fluffy clouds in the sky and birds singing in the trees.




Chapter 29

We arrived at Harley’s house for his Fourth of July party full of anticipation for an afternoon filled with fun, laughter and joy surrounded by family and friends - something money cannot buy.  
I parked at the curb near Harley’s driveway. The houses in the cul-de-sac were tightly fitted together, like the edges of a jigsaw puzzle. The bright colors and designs made them stand out. The green grass in the small yards was kept neat, and the bushes were trimmed into unnatural shapes. 
As I got out of the car and walked to Harley’s house, a faint aroma of Independence Day celebrations, barbeque, and cigarette smoke wafted from the neighbors. From the front yards, there was laughter and talking. Children played tag while adults mingled and traded stories. The chirping of birds rose between conversations. The sound of cars that passed on the adjacent street could be heard intermittently.
Chairs and people filled Harley’s front yard. There were telemarketers from Cincinnati, Dayton, and Whitehall. Several of them held beers and appeared inebriated. Harley came to greet us.
"Tim, happy Fourth of July." Harley said. After giving Candy a hug, he patted my back.
"Harley, thanks for hosting this party for everybody." The neighbors across the street were scowling. Harley had the stereo playing at full blast. "Harley, do you think you’re disturbing the neighbors?"
"Oh, not at all. They all love me," Harley said. He seemed oblivious to his neighbors. Colin jumped out of the car and ran straight to Harley. Harley picked him up and swung him around.
"Thanks for coming to see your Uncle Harley." Colin giggled as Harley tickled him on the tummy. "Tim, take the family inside and get some food. There are cold cuts, hot dogs, and salads inside. Also, the coolers are full of drinks. Grab what you want," Harley said.
"Thanks Harley." I picked up Colin while Candy followed me, carrying Sapphire into the house. A tiled hallway led into the kitchen, where Harley’s girlfriend, Donna, stood.
"Hi Donna, nice to see you," I said.
"Thank you for coming to our party, Tim. We got lots of food for you and the kids."
Colin’s eyes grew into basketballs when he saw the four food tables. His eyes locked onto the desserts. The cupcake stand was a four-level pyramid that teased the eyes with a rainbow of colors. The frosted creations rose in size from the corner to the center. A variety of sprinkles, chocolate chips, and candy covered each. Three rows of stemware and plastic cups filled with water and tea sat beneath the glass case. Rows of napkins were stacked to one side. A line had formed, filled with children and adults alike. They waited for a cupcake or two. Or three.
My parental instinct led me to grab Colin’s shirt as he dived for the dessert table. Pink and yellow cookies were piled high on a silver-plated platter next to the cupcake pyramid. Chocolate frosting drenched German chocolate sliced cake adorned another platter. Brownies and angel food cake were on the table, slathered with white frosting.
The next table was filled with a variety of gourmet sandwiches arranged artfully on the table. The breads were a variety of colors: from light white to black rye and everything in between. The fillings ranged from savory meats and cheeses to creamy avocado and tomato slices. All the sandwiches were garnished with fresh herbs and spices, creating a symphony of flavors that tantalized the senses. I pulled Colin toward the sandwich table.
"I want cookies," Colin said.
"Yes, son, let’s eat actual food first, and then dessert, okay?" As I released Colin from my grip, I watched him to make sure he didn’t dive for the sweets. We returned to the front yard, where Harley was placing chairs in the driveway. For Sapphire, I grabbed the car seat carrier.
After finishing his meal, Colin was now working on his third dessert plate. I shook my head as I watched him. Kids have bottomless stomachs. I noticed someone when I was getting up for another drink. It was a girl, and she was headed straight for Colin. One hand was holding a plate of food, the other a cupcake.




Chapter 30

I tensed up, prepared to intercept her. However, she didn’t even glance at him. She walked right past him and sat at the table next to us. I relaxed and went back to eating my dessert.  
The girl was pretty, with long blonde hair and blue eyes. She was wearing a pink dress with a white Peter Pan collar. She looked about Colin’s age.
After taking a bite of her sandwich, the girl looked at Colin. "Hi," she said. Colin turned to look at her. His mouth was full of food, and he said nothing. The girl smiled. "My name’s Lily. What’s your name?"
Colin swallowed his food and then said, "I’m Colin."
Lily held out her hand. "It’s nice to meet you, Colin."
Colin shook her hand and then went back to eating his dessert.
After watching them for a moment, I stood and cleared our plates.
A moment later, Harley opened the garage door. In astonishment, a dozen people stood and gasped. When I saw it I thought, Oh my God, Harley is wasting his money again. "Candy, look at Harley’s garage. Have you ever seen anything like that?"
We walked inside to inspect. With hands on hips, Harley wore a gigantic grin on his face. "Harley, what is this?"
"This is my fantasy room," Harley said, his eyes twinkling. The sides, ceiling, and ground were all covered in thick carpet. A hot tub was in the middle of an area of smaller seating nooks. The hot tub’s water was filled with bubbles, which were colored a beautiful blue-green. I could smell chlorine. An adjacent table had towels and a built-in cooler for cold drinks. The area was lit by incandescent light bulbs that hung from the ceiling. Two sconces on adjoining walls provided back lighting for comfortable reading areas.
"Harley, you must have spent 20,000 bucks on this," I said.
"Yeah, about that." Harley grinned. Donna walked over to Harley as soon as she came out of the house. He put his arm around her.
"What do you think about this room?" I asked Donna.
"It’s great, as long as he doesn’t stuff his naked strippers in there." Donna frowned. "I won’t like that."
As Kermit drove his Bonneville into the cul-de-sac, the dogs started barking. He revved up the engine to attract attention and double parked against my car. He jumped out and waved.
"Hey, everybody." Everybody yelled back. Everybody liked Kermit.
I walked over to shake Kermit’s hand. "Hey Kermit. Happy Fourth of July to you, buddy."
"Same to you, buddy," he said, stretching his cheeks into a giant smile.
"Kermit, come look at Harley’s fantasy room."
Kermit followed. His eyes widened when he saw the decked out garage. "Oh my God, I ain’t seen nothing like this." Kermit said.
"Well, wait till you see it after dark. I’ve got lights covering the inside," Harley said.
"Cool," Kermit and I both said. Several voices around us wowed.
Dale’s car pulled into the cul-de-sac and parked. The cul-de-sac was morphing into a parking lot. Two neighbors were peering out their windows and shaking their heads. I hoped they wouldn’t call the police.
"Harley, your neighbors don’t look happy. Are you sure you won’t piss them off?" I asked.
"Oh, I invited all of them to the party. They love me. It won’t be a problem." Harley said. While swiveling to look at his neighbors, he waved at them to come over. The neighbors closed the curtains.
Dale and a woman I hadn’t seen before walked to Harley. He stuck his hand out to Harley and said, "Happy fourth, Harley". He cleared his throat. "This is my girlfriend, Tammy."
"It’s a genuine pleasure to meet you, Tammy," Harley said. Harley lunged at Tammy with open arms, embracing her in a tight hug that sucked the air out of her lungs. In that moment, a wild, feral look flashed across Dale’s face, his teeth bared in a menacing sneer. After Harley finished talking. I stuck my hand out.
"Hi Tammy, I’m Tim. It’s nice to meet you."
"It’s nice to meet you too, Tim," Tammy said. With a scowl on his face, Dale scooted next to Tammy. To avoid invading his personal space, I backed off.
I whispered into Candy’s ear, "Try to get friendly with Tammy. I’m going to do my best to make friends with Dale. It might help if you make friends with his girlfriend. You’re superb at making friends."
Candy smiled, walked over to Tammy, and introduced herself. They exchanged names and the way their names contoured their syllables into the sounds of the words was like music to Tammy’s ears. Tammy and Candy talked about Harley’s festival. Candy was like Tammy, friendly and cute. They chatted like old friends. Watching with a smile, I hoped my plan to befriend Dale would work.
We all turned to see Dagger in a black Ford Ranger pulling into the cul-de-sac. Several people groaned. Harley went over to the Ranger, and I followed. He greeted Dagger as he crawled out of his driver’s seat. With him was Rita, his girlfriend, who was Sidney’s daughter. She got out, and I shook her hand.
"Hi Tim," Rita smiled. I walked over to see Dagger pulling out a box.
"Need help, Dagger?" I asked.
"Sure Timmy, I’ve got three boxes. Take this one." He handed me the box. I carried it to the entrance of the garage and opened the package. Inside were brightly colored firework cylinders of various sizes, shapes, and colors. The shells were painted with patterns of stars, stripes, and swirls.
Oh my God, I thought. A police call will certainly result from this. Harley and Dagger set their boxes on top of mine.
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"Dagger, it’s generous of you, but won’t the neighbors be upset?" I asked. 
"Of course not. They’re welcome to watch," Dagger said. I smiled.
Dale scrambled to greet Dagger, who was marching like a dictator toward Harley’s fantasy garage. Dagger nodded at Dale and patted him on the back.
"Dagger, this is my girlfriend, Tammy," Dale said.
"It’s great to meet you, Tammy," Dagger said. He shook her hand. Unlike Harley, Dagger did not hug. Dale smiled. He seemed unconcerned about Dagger being near his girlfriend.
The cul-de-sac had filled with one-hundred cars. It was impossible to ignore the music that was blasting from Harley’s garage despite the growl of engines and the clamor of the other cars. Dagger’s voice drowned out all the other music, and whenever he spoke, he always came across as an army commander. His voice was sharp as a bell.
As six of our Dayton telemarketers walked up the sidewalk, I carried Colin to meet them. 
"Hey everybody, glad you’re here," I said.
"Thanks, Tim," Jean said. "We walked from down the street. This place is full of cars."
"Yeah, I know. I’m worried the neighbors might call the police. It’s turning into a festival. Follow me. I’ll get you to the food."
We weaved our way through the crowded yard. People were singing Bye-bye American Pie. Hugs were shared and laughs were abundant. The smell of charcoal and food billowed into the evening air. People were near the grills as the music played.
"You guys, there’s food in the kitchen." I pointed. "Harley’s got a real fancy buffet set up. Help yourself."
Kermit walked toward his car and pulled something out of the trunk. He walked back with big speakers, about three feet in diameter, in his arms.
"What are you doing, Kermit?" I asked.
"It’s hard to hear the music over this crowd. I’ve got a kick ass stereo in my car here," Kermit said.
His stereo was shiny, with a large, boxy design that was stylish yet powerful. It had multiple knobs and buttons on its face which could be pressed to control the stereo’s volume, sound, and other settings. Two enormous speakers flanked either side, each one boasting a towering shape and impressive size. The manufacturer adorned the speaker grilles with illuminated LED lights that danced in harmony with the music.
"I’m not sure that’s a good idea, but I guess the police won’t notice the difference," I said. Kermit laughed. Within five minutes, Kermit had the stereo drowning out the other stereo and the crowd. Its subwoofers were deep and booming, drawing awe from all who witnessed its power. The party went into full gear, drinking, laughing, dancing, bobbing to the music, smoking cigarettes, and some that didn’t quite look like cigarettes. Near the garage entrance, I saw Dagger, Harley, and Dale talking to each other. Getting Colin away from the speakers, I joined the conversation.
"Hey guys, what’s up?" I said.
"Opening up Indiana," Dagger said.
"Oh, that’s great. Are you sending Harley to run it?" I asked.
"No, we’re sending Dale. Harley is going to be the district manager of Northern Ohio," Dagger said.
"Well, congratulations, Dale," I said. I stuck my hand out. He scowled at me and shoved his hands in his pockets.
"Dale wants to take Margie from Toledo to manage the first office in Indiana." Harley said. "But I’ll need a replacement. You can get that for me, Tim?"
"Of course, I’d be happy to. That’s my job."
"Well, if you don’t, I’ll have to fire you," Harley said with a smile. Dale glared at me the whole time we talked. He still hated me, I could tell. I didn’t care. I was going to do my job and find the best replacement for Margie.
"Well, don’t send your shitty managers to Indiana," Dale said.
"Margie’s one of Tim’s shitty managers. He recruited and trained her. Do you still want her in Indiana?" Harley said. Dale growled and turned away.
"Oh, come on, Uumpa Luumpa, don’t be such an ass," Dagger said. He took a big puff on his cigarette and laughed. 
Considering Dagger was the king of asses, I found it ironic. I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t sure if he was joking or serious. I decided to ignore it and move on with the discussion.
I thought about a recruit before responding. "Well, what about Julie from Dayton? She’s the assistant manager there. Everyone loves her, she motivates the salespeople, and is good at managing money. Plus, she isn’t afraid of taking on a challenge; in fact, she thrives on it. She would be perfect. I’ll go spend some time to make sure she is trained properly."
The conversation turned to the party and the shenanigans going on outside when someone suggested playing beer pong. Everyone cheered loudly as they set up the table. Dale grabbed some beers from his car and Dagger lit up another cigarette with a smirk.
I followed them out into the backyard where Kermit had moved the stereo speakers nearer so we could all hear them properly. It was still blaring music loudly, but that didn’t stop us from continuing our chaotic night of drinking games and loud laughter until late into the night.
Emergency vehicle lights lit up the cul-de-sac. Two police cars stopped, and four police officers got out and looked around.
"I was worried about this. The cops are here," I said.
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"I’ll take care of this," Dagger said. He walked through the crowd to greet the police. Dale, Harley, and I followed. Dagger was wearing his Marine Corps cap and doing his Marine Corps march. Dagger snuffed out his cigarette on the pavement, then stepped up to the cops. "Happy Fourth of July," he said. His voice had the same jaunty but sarcastic tone he used when speaking to a Walmart cashier. He extended his hand to the lead officer as he walked up.  
The officer looked at Dagger’s hat, then shook his hand. "Sir, we’ve got a noise complaint from the neighbors," the officer said.
"Well, we’re celebrating our country’s independence, which we fought for. I’m a veteran Marine and proud of this country." Dagger’s face was stern, his eyes looking ahead, his back straight and true. His voice boomed with confidence and conviction. The scent of patriotism filled the air as Dagger spoke, a combination of burning wood and barbecue smoke.
"The officer smiled. "Yes, I’m a veteran as well. Marine Corps."
"Semper Fi," Dagger said.
"What’s your name, sir?" the officer asked.
"Dagger, last name, Stone,"
"Well, Dagger, do you think you could turn the music down?"
"We’ve invited all the neighbors to the party, officer. We’ve offered them food and to watch our fireworks."
"Fireworks are illegal to set off inside the city limits," the officer said.
"Do you really enforce that on Fourth of July?" Dagger asked.
"Not unless somebody really complains." The officer smiled.
"Officer, I’ll talk to the neighbors to make peace. You can hang out for the fireworks later," Dagger said.
"No, we’re on duty. You wouldn’t threaten the neighbors, would you?" The officer frowned at Dagger.
"Of course not, sir."
"If we come here again, we’ll shut you down," the officer replied.
"I certainly understand that, officer. And thank you for your service to our country." Dagger saluted him. The officer saluted back.
"Yes, same to you, sir. Thank you for your service to our country. Try to get this under control, okay?"
As they walked back to their vehicles, the police officer pointed at the other ones.
"That was fucking amazing. I can’t believe you could do that," I said.
Dagger smiled and shrugged. "The core is a brotherhood."
"Harley, what about the neighbors?" I asked.
"The neighbors won’t call the cops again," Harley said. I wondered how the hell Harley knew that. 
"Let’s get more beer," Dagger said.
We walked back to the fantasy garage. Dagger told me stories of his time in the Marines and his bonds with other veterans. During our discussion of the Fourth of July, we stressed the importance of never forgetting the men and women who fought for the freedom we enjoy today.
As evening got dark. Dagger started setting off the fireworks from the boxes. He wasn’t particularly careful to where they were shooting.
I was worried about my family’s safety. My heart thumped in my chest as I sprinted around the yard, saying my goodbyes. I checked to make sure we had everything in Sapphire’s diaper bag. My family huddled together in the car, the air thick with tension, but once the doors were shut and we were protected from wayward bottle rockets, we relaxed.
"So how’d things go with Tammy?" I asked Candy.
"Went great. We made friends. She’s going to come over to our house to visit sometime," Candy said.
"Well, that’s great. Dale still doesn’t like me. Maybe he’ll soften up after Tammy learns to like you."
"Oh, she already loves me." Candy laughed. "Tim, have you thought anymore about us having another baby?" Candy looked at me and smiled.
"Candy, I have no idea how to respond."
"Well, are you against it?"
"I am right now."
"I want a baby brother!" Colin yelled from the back seat.
"See? It would make the kids happy," Candy said.
"This is something we need to talk about when we’re alone." We drove in silence. The wheels of the car rumbled across the pavement and the steady beat lulled the kids to sleep. The silence was thick between them, like a blanket on a cold winter’s night. Candy looked out the window, lost in her own thoughts.
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After making my rounds at the offices that week, I returned home at 5:00 PM on Wednesday. Tammy and Candy were in the kitchen giggling. Colin ran up to grab me. "Daddy, Daddy, Daddy," he yelled. I picked him up and swung him around.  
"How’s it going, buddy?" I asked.
"Will you push me on the swing?"
"Sure, son." I set him down. He ran out toward the back as I walked into the kitchen.
"Hi Tammy, nice to see you here. You two sound like you’re having a good time." I leaned over to give Candy a kiss on the cheek. She let me.
"Yes, Candy is a marvelous hostess. It gets kind of boring with nothing to do. I just moved here from Colorado. I have no friends yet."
"I’m glad you made a friend. Maybe we can get a babysitter. You and Dale could go with us to the comedy club together."
"Yes, that would be fun. I’ll talk to him about it." Tammy said.
I’d love to be a fly on the wall for that conversation, I thought. Maybe it’ll work. We got Tammy on our side. Now for Dale.
"So how’s Dale doing in Indiana?" I asked.
"They’re looking for the first office this week. It’s pretty exciting him getting his own state," Tammy said.
"I can’t wait for Tim to get his own state," Candy said. I looked at Candy and wondered what the hell she was talking about. Why she would care. Money probably.
I hoped Candy kept quiet about our secret office in Bexley. I didn’t think she was great at keeping secrets. Especially when she gets a friend. She tells Tammy. Tammy tells Dale. Dale tells Dagger. Oh boy.
"I’m going out back to play with Colin. I can take Sapphire with me." Candy handed me Sapphire, and I walked out back. My landscaper recently mowed the yard and the smell of fresh cut grass swelled in my nostrils. I loved that smell. Colin was already on the swing set. Grass stained his hands and knees, but he did not seem to notice. He pumped himself on the swing, his face full of glee.
A lightning bug flitted across the fields by my right leg and stopped on a blade of grass. It blinked but was otherwise motionless, like a tiny green jewel dropped into my world.
While holding Sapphire, I pushed Colin on the swing and looked at the sky. There were dark clouds coming in. I felt the sprinkle on my face. The kids and I went inside when it started to rain.
"Tammy, Candy, have you eaten dinner?" I asked.
"No, we haven’t. What are you cooking?" Candy asked. She laughed.
"How about a taco salad?"
"That sounds good," Tammy said. As I sorted through the refrigerator and cupboards, I started assembling a salad. While shaking it over the sink, green lettuce sprinkled my face. It made a nice crunch when I cut it into small pieces. Then I set the salad on a plate and added some black olives and green olives and sprinkled some Tostitos on top. I shredded cheese through a shredder, watching the little slices come out like Play-Doh. I set it all on the table with salsa and sour cream. As I ate, I held Colin on my lap and fed him. It was a good evening. This good energy needed to return to Dale.
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Monday morning at 8 AM. My phone rang. "Good morning, Harley. How are you today?"  
"How the hell do you know it’s me when I call?"
"It’s just a party trick, Harley, what can I do for you?”
“Dale needs a new manager in Indianapolis. Can you get one for him?”
“Sure. Is he treating them okay?”
“I thought your guys kept you posted? Don’t you already know?”
“Well, I’ve heard nothing. I’ll make some calls to check on them. But I’ll get another ready. How soon do you need them?”
“As soon as possible.”
“I thought Dale didn’t want my shitty managers? Can’t he get his own recruits?”
“He hasn’t been able to. Dagger wants to keep the company expansion on schedule, so he needs managers wherever he can get them.”
“I’ll get someone ready for you. Can you give me a timeline?”
Harley thought it over and then replied, “Let’s make it one week from now. Is that doable?”
“Sure thing. I’ll start looking right away and be in touch with you soon.”
“Okay, Tim, thanks. Have a great day. I’ll talk to you later.”
I needed to see how Dale was treating Dean in Indianapolis. It was going to be an hour before the office opened, so I ate my breakfast and headed out to visit the Whitehall office.
I arrived at the office and parked my car. Kermit was in the parking lot. He waved at me.
“Hey Kermit, how’s it going?”
“Doing great Chief. Harley put on one hell of a party for us, didn’t he?”
“It was pretty fantastic, but I left before the fireworks.”
Kermit laughed. “Oh, you missed a show. It was amazing. The sky lit up like never before.”
“Did the police show up again?”
Kermit shook his head. “No, they never came back. They must’ve realized we weren’t doing anything wrong.” He lit his cigarette, sucked on it for a bit, then exhaled a puff of smoke into the air as he looked up at the sky. “It was a joyous moment, Chief. Everyone was cheering and smiling. It was a moment of pure bliss and happiness.”
Brett was sitting with his head leaning against the brick wall, his legs pulled in and his eyes closed.
“I see Brett’s on time,” I said.
“Well, he’s always prompt. It’s the best I can say about him. I think I need to fire him,” Kermit said.
“He makes money, right?”
“Yes, but he whines a lot. He depresses the other salespeople. I need to fire him.”
“Don’t do that, Kermit. You need him."
"I know, but he’s a pain in the ass."
"Kermit, everybody’s a pain in the ass. You just have to learn to deal with it."
He sighed. "I know, Tim, but it’s hard."
"I understand that, but don’t be quick to fire anyone. I need to call the Indy office."
I followed Kermit into the office. Brett never opened his eyes. I picked up the phone and called Indianapolis. Dean, the manager, answered.
"Hey Dean, how’s it going?"
"Hey, Tim. It’s been a while. How are you?"
"I’m doing fine. How’s Dale treating you over there?"
"Dale is very nice to us. I enjoy working for him." It seemed strange to me that Dale hated me but treated his managers well. "Dean thanks. Let me know if you have problems."
"Not a problem. Talk to you later."
I said goodbye to the crew that had straggled in after I hung up. Brett had revived.
I crawled into my car and shut the door. It felt like an oven. After rolling down the driver’s side window, I leaned over to roll down the passenger’s window. Sitting back, I took a breath and closed my eyes. I loved starting my days with a little meditation, even if only for five minutes. After inhaling and exhaling several times, I opened my eyes, grabbed a carrot out of my lunch cooler, started the engine, and headed toward I-270. 
At a red light, I thought about Dale. I had hoped Candy making friends with Tammy would soften Dale. It was exhausting fighting his negative energy daily. The traffic moved, and I joined the traffic on I-270. The cars streamed by, not a single one slowing down as they passed me. It was as though no one cared if they struck me.
A black Mercedes whipped by, flying down the road past me without so much as a blink from its driver. As he was already thirty car lengths down the road, I doubt he heard me slam on the horn and hold it.
As the offending Mercedes disappeared from view, Sheena said, "Dale is calling, do not answer."
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Immediately, the phone rang, but I didn’t answer. Two minutes later, the phone rang again. "Don’t answer," Sheena said. Five minutes later, the phone rang again. "Don’t answer," Sheena again instructed. I didn’t answer. I wondered what that was all about.  
The phone did not ring again for thirty minutes. "Now, answer the phone. It’s Dale," Sheena said. I picked up the phone.
 "Hi Dale," I said.
 "How the hell did you know it was me? "
 "Just a feeling. "
 "You are going to stay away from my girlfriend. If you don’t, I’m going to mess you up."
 "Dale, I’m not trying to take your girlfriend. I haven’t been around her, except briefly at my house when she was visiting Candy."
 "I don’t want Candy visiting Tammy. Do you understand me?"
 "Dale, I won’t be hanging out with her. But I can’t tell Candy what to do, and I certainly can’t tell your girlfriend what to do."
 "So you can’t control your wife?"
 "Oh, you have no idea the control I don’t have over her. Is Tammy under your control?"
 "You will keep Candy away from my girlfriend. Tammy will not come to your house anymore."
 "Well, if she chooses not to go to our house, that’s fine. I have no control over that."
 "No, you still don’t get it. Unless you want to risk losing them, keep your family away from my girlfriend. This is not up for discussion. You will do as I say and keep them away if you value their safety." Dale’s threatening tone was icy cold and utterly determined as he delivered his ultimatum. "Are we clear? You want to keep your family? You’ll stay away from my girlfriend."
Dale hung up. My heart thumped faster as I wondered what exactly he was threatening my family with. He couldn’t be evil enough to harm them, could he? His negative energy attacks were something he was not aware of. Would he attack us if he was awake? After pulling over at the next exit, I got out of the car and walked around the parking lot of a Bob Evans restaurant. As I paced between the other cars, I tried to shake the feeling of doom for my family. When I got back to the car, I grabbed my cell phone and called Candy. I hoped she was at home. After three rings, I felt my breathing increase and my palms sweat. By the time I heard eight rings, I imagined my family had been destroyed. On the ninth ring, she answered.
 "Candy, this is Tim. Is everything okay there?"
 "Yes. Dale and Tammy just left. Dale was trying to call you."
 "Did he seem angry?"
 "Not angry, but he wasn’t happy. After several times trying to call you, he told Tammy they had to leave."
 "Yeah, he called me about half an hour later and I talked to him." I bet the reason Sheena told me not to answer the phone was that she didn’t want Dale screaming at me until they left the house. "What did he say?"
 "I think he was just trying to make me feel bad about Tammy and I being friends." Candy laughed. "Can you believe that? We were discussing how strange it is that we both have good husbands."
I let out a sigh of relief. "I’m glad to hear that. I was getting worried."
 "Well, don’t worry. We’re fine. We’ll see you when you get home."
 "Okay, see you soon."
I hung up the phone. Sheena said, "Dale is a threat to your family. " The words lingered in the air like a heavy fog, each word a forceful reminder of something darker at work. A chill crept up my spine as I processed Sheena’s warning.
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As I walked into the Clifton office, I sucked in my chi energy. Despite recruiting many new workers the week before, half of the chairs were empty. No one recognized me as I roamed the room. In front of each of the salespeople, clear plastic paper holders held my proven sales speech, but they were deviating from it. I did not approve of the salesperson’s statement at the end of the sales pitch.  We can include $50 worth of coupons for Janie's Pizza with your order for only five dollars.
The coupons were not in the salesroom. Maybe they were in the back. After inspection, I didn’t find any, so I walked to the sidewalk to wait for the delivery driver.
The brick wall felt both comforting and punishing as I leaned against it. I tried to take a deep breath and calm the feelings that threatened to boil over into anger. It’s not fair that people take advantage of us. I wanted to lash out and scream, but something inside held me back, reminding me it’s best to be calm.
Ten minutes later, our delivery driver pulled up, parked, and ran inside. There was a stack of pizza flyers piled on the seat of the car. I leaned forward to see them. The restaurant’s interior was on the front of each flyer. Dennis would have needed everyone on board to keep this hidden from me. Many of my missing salespeople would have spilled the beans on him. That may explain why the room was half empty. Dennis kicked out the honest ones.
I let my chi energy release and walked back into the office. Everyone recognized me but kept working. They followed my allowed script to the letter, never mentioning the pizza coupon. I assumed Dennis instructed them not to discuss it if I showed up. As Dennis inventoried the driver, I waited. The driver was approaching his car as I walked back outside.
"Hey, Eric," I said.
"Hey, Tim, hows it going?" Eric turned to face me.
"I’m doing good. Hey, hand me one of those pizza coupons." Eric’s face froze and his eyes grew enormous. For an instant, I saw the world through his eyes. Someone had probably fired him for telling the truth in a similar situation before. He didn’t know what my reaction would be. He was afraid if he lost his job, he wouldn’t be able to take care of his family, but maybe this time he could keep his job if he kept quiet and went along with Dennis’ coverup. 
"Eric, are you collecting an extra five dollars for these coupons?" After a long pause, he answered.
"Yeah, I am," Eric said, looking at the manager through the window. He picked at some lint on his pant leg that wasn’t even there, then snapped his shoe on an imaginary pebble on the pavement and shoved his hands into his pockets. "He fired a lot of salespeople that wouldn’t go along with it."
"Do you realize he doesn’t have permission to sell these coupons?"
"I just do what I’m told."
"Did he tell you to keep it hidden from me?" 
Eric looked at the manager through the window. He looked back at me. "Yeah, he did."
"Well, he shouldn’t put you in a hard spot like that. Thanks for that information, Eric. Don’t worry about it. I won’t fire you. Neither will Dennis. Get back to your work." He nodded, saying nothing, got in the car and drove away. I looked at the address again and walked toward the pizza shop.
As soon as I opened the door, it squeaked, announcing my arrival. Blair, a man with a beard and shaggy hair, looked at me.
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Blair was at least six feet tall, with a strong build and an unkempt look. He had shaggy hair and a day-old beard that gave him a mysterious air. His eyes were deep and intense. As if he were comfortable in any situation, his posture was proud but relaxed.  
The man's eyes showed he recognized me. Over time, I learned that liars’ eyes are a dead giveaway. From their eyes, I knew the driver and Blair at heart were honest. Dennis put them in a difficult position they didn’t know how to handle.
"Hi Blair, is this your second job?"
"Yes. I’m working the morning shift at the phone room and I’m working the afternoon and evenings over here."
"Has there always been a pizza shop in here?" My eyes scanned the wooden floor. Millions of shoes had beaten it up. Behind Blair was a large blazing brick oven. There were no tables inside. Just as well, it was too hot to eat inside. I crossed my fingers and hoped he would provide more information about Dennis.
"I believe there’s always been a pizza business here," Blair said.
"Is it okay to order a pizza to go? Or do I need to order and come back later?"
"No, you can wait. I’ll make one for you."
"Okay, great. Give me three large pizzas. Make each one different. I’m taking them back to the guys for motivation."
"Okay, sure. It’ll be $50 for three pizzas."
My money clip held bills I peeled out and handed to him. "I don’t have a coupon. Wish I did," I said.
Blair squirmed, took the money, and squeezed out a smile. I went back to the sidewalk to ponder and wait on pizzas. A half hour later, Blair came out the door and handed three boxes to me.
"Thanks Blair. If you finish early, come have pizza with us. Oh wait, you’re probably sick of it by now, huh?"
"You got that right," he chuckled.
I walked the pizzas to our office. There was barely space to place them on the corner of Dennis’ desk. While I stared at the boxes stacked in front of me, I covertly watched Dennis’ face to see if he thought I caught him in a lie. Even though I had said nothing, his smile was fixed, and he nodded.
"Did you know there’s a new pizza shop nearby?" I asked.
"Oh, no, I didn’t know that.” He looked away from me. I walked over and sat down in a chair to listen. After ten minutes, nobody had mentioned anything about pizza coupons.
"Hey Dennis, what happened to the rest of the crew?"
"I guess they didn’t enjoy working here."
"Were they making money?"
"Well, yes. I don’t know why they didn’t stay."
"Yes, kind of weird, isn’t it?" After finishing the phone calls, the salespeople grabbed a pizza and muttered, "Thank you, Tim."
"You’re welcome guys. Appreciate your hard work." For the next hour, I waited, hoping someone would come speak with me. They might have been afraid to speak in front of Dennis. I stepped back outside again and leaned against the wall to watch the traffic.
Nobody came to speak with me after waiting for 15 minutes. Instead of getting frustrated, I leaned against the wall. A man wearing a button-down shirt and slacks approached me.
"Do you work here?" he asked.
"Yes, I’m the district manager," I said.
He extended his hand and introduced himself as Jerry, one of the former employees from the phone room. Dennis fired him for no reason, he said. He was returning to get his last day’s pay. He told me he pressed Dennis for a reason, but he wouldn’t give him one.
We talked for twenty minutes about how Dennis ran things and how he spoke poorly of everyone in the office, including me. Jerry had heard talk that Dennis might be involved in some shady dealings, although he had no proof nor saw anything himself.
At the end of our conversation, Jerry suggested I should keep my eyes open. With that advice in mind, I thanked Jerry for his time. After another 15 minutes, I walked up to my car and headed toward Dayton.
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My trainee and recruit, Sally, replaced Dale as the manager of the Dayton office. Men dominated the telemarketing industry. Only one out of every ten managers and telemarketers were women. Our hiring process was open to everyone who applied, but less than ten percent of our applicants were women.  
Sally had a mischievous smirk on her face as she grinned at me, the smoke from her cigarette curling around her lips. Exhaling the smoke, she said, "Hello Tim, how are you?"
"Hey Sally, doing good." Her biceps flexed as she held her cigarette. An old shirt with torn sleeves showed them off. It was dark blue with white letters, "I don’t take no shit." She looked tough, like she could win a fight. She styled her hair in a short mohawk with the back of it tied up in a neat ponytail. As I reached her desk, I extended my hand.
"See my sales?" She grinned and handed the clipboard to me as if she wanted me to brag on her.
As I looked at the figures, they impressed me. Already, she had doubled Dale’s output. Again, this proved it was not the territory, but the individual in charge. On the roster were some of Dennis’s salespeople. His situation seemed fishy, and I was determined to discover what it was.
"Good job Sally. I knew you could do this."
"Of course you did." Taking another puff of her cigarette, she grinned. Turning around, I listened to the sales staff. The room’s energy convinced me they were an honest crew.
"Hey, Sally," I asked. "Why are these Cincinnati crew members here?"
"People asked if they could work. I didn’t ask them why, but I was happy to have them."
Looking at the paper again, I replied, "Sure, thanks for bringing them in."
One name was Lisa. As a straight shooter, I trusted her to tell me the truth. I called Lisa and asked her to come to the office. She said it wouldn’t take long. Then I hung up and waited for her.
Lisa pulled her compact car into the driveway and parked it behind my car. I was waiting for her when she stepped from the vehicle. She smiled, and I asked if she would like a bottle of water. She seemed nervous and asked what I needed. I got right to the point.
"Lisa, I know something is going on with Dennis’s sales crew. What is it?"
After a brief pause, Lisa spoke. "Tim, Dennis is running a scam. He’s been getting kickbacks from the pizza place for selling coupons."
"How many coupons is he selling?" I asked.
"It’s a lot, I think. He’s been doing it for months, and he’s made a lot of cash. Because of the sham, I left. Dennis has someone on the inside who is helping him."
"Yes, Blair," I said. "He’s managing the pizza shop. Did he mention anyone giving him a bunch of money?"
"No. Why?"
"He bought the equipment for the shop. Not sure where the money came from."
"I don’t know. But I don’t trust him."
After thanking Lisa for her help, I told her she could go. As I leaned against my car, I thought about what she had told me. This was a tricky one. I didn’t want Dennis to know I was asking questions. I would wait a few days to see if other leads developed.




Chapter 39

When I picked up my cell phone, it was Candy. "Tim, will you be home early tonight?" she asked.  
"I could if you like?"
"Yes, I’m fixing dinner for us."
I couldn’t recall the last time she cooked dinner. What was she up to? I wondered. "Sure honey, I’ll be there." I stretched and looked at Sally. "Keep up the good work, Sally. You need anything, just contact me. Okay?"
"Of course, but I won’t need anything. I’m pretty darned good." She laughed.
"Yes, you are Sally." I saluted her and walked out to the car. After arriving at home, I greeted Candy and the kids. She had dinner ready. After we ate, she washed the dishes and wiped up the counter.
The sky was red and orange as the sun set. Having worked long hours, I decided to relax and have a good cigar and inhaled the sweet aroma of a Macanudo, its smooth brown wrapper glinting in the last rays of the day. A small glow of embers shone from the cigar, the smoke curling around my face. A sweet aroma wafted from the tobacco as I brought it closer to my nose. The smell of roasted cedar filled my senses, calming my soul and giving me a sense of peace after a long day.
"Tim, I’m going to bed now," Candy said, opening the door and stepping outside. She gazed at the colorful sky. She squinted at the sinister clouds barely over the horizon. A faint thunder sounded off in the distance.
"Okay, honey, I’ll be there soon. I want to finish this cigar," I said.
"Okay, good night." Candy left and went upstairs. She was being unusually attentive and sweet to me. Maybe she had changed, but I wouldn’t hold my breath. That had happened before, but it didn’t last.
There was a louder rumbling this time. City lights illuminated the night sky, but clouds were rolling our way. The storm was approaching. I closed my eyes and smelled the moist air.
My meditation time ended after thirty minutes when sprinkles of rain fell on my cheek. I left my cigar on the table and went inside.




Chapter 40

I walked upstairs and looked in on the sleeping children. As I entered our bedroom, Candy was asleep, wearing her negligee, with the covers pulled half-way down. She had not worn that lingerie since our trip from Colorado to Ohio. After brushing my teeth, cleaning up, and getting into bed, I closed my eyes.  
The thunder shook the house and rattled the windows. The rain pelted the walls like a million angry fists, and the wind screamed an ancient battle cry. Then an almighty clap of thunder and a flash of lightning so close it burned our skin, illuminated the outside world in a moment of stark terror.
The kids screeched, and Candy and I jumped out of bed to grab them and hold them. "It’s okay. It’s okay." We told them.
The thunder roared like an angry giant, shaking our entire house with a deep and unforgiving voice. Tears streamed down the faces of our children as we held them close, desperately trying to comfort them. But the storm only worsened, with the dark clouds surrounding our home like a fortress. The sky was so low I could reach out and touch it. Something wicked was coming our way.
"Candy, I’m going to go outside for a minute. Hold the kids." I gave Colin to her so she could cuddle them both.
As I opened the patio door, it blew open, hitting my face. The wind was blowing so hard, it was difficult to walk. The rain was coming down in sheets, and the thunder and lightning were constant. My eyes were drawn to the clouds, and they were unlike any thunderstorm I’d seen. In my imagination, I saw dark eyes staring at me and heard a sinister growl. At least, I think it was my imagination. Sheena had told me earlier that death was disturbed as she watched a thunderstorm. It made me wonder if this was the beginning of the end for us. Fear filled my heart.
As I turned 360 degrees, I observed the clouds envelop us like a black fog. Lightning struck so close my hair stood on end. It was impossible for me to stay out here, and the house wouldn’t offer us much protection. I ran inside, pushed the door shut against the heavy wind, and the power went out. It plunged the house into darkness. I darted upstairs.
"Candy, let’s take the kids downstairs." Then I picked up Colin, and Candy followed me with Sapphire in her arms into the living room to set them on the couch.
"Daddy, can you make the storm go away?" Colin asked.
"Son, I wish I could, but we can’t control the weather." His eyes were wide with fright. Yet another growling thunderclap that lasted longer than it should, reverberated through the house. This wasn’t any ordinary thunderstorm. It seemed as if death was looming over my family. I had to do something.
As I set him down on the couch next to Candy, I told him, "Sit here with Mommy. I’ll be back soon." My hands searched the dark of the counter drawer for candles and matches. In order to calm the kids’ fears, I lit three candles. Then I opened the door. In order to avoid having it blow into my face like the first time, I clinched it and closed it after I left.
Sheena told me the violet egg was for evil, and the tornado was for physical threats. They seemed incompatible, and neither could protect against something so powerful. The sound of the wind increased to that of a jet engine, whirling past my ears, the dark clouds encasing me. I made my choice. Imagining the tornado, I closed my eyes and spun slowly. Although I could still hear the thunder and wind, I soon no longer felt the rain on my face. As soon as I opened my eyes, I was standing inside a bubble of calm that protected our house. Storms encompassed all the neighboring homes and the sky.
"Candy, you got to see this," I said, as I neared the door. "Come out. I think it’s safe."
As she and the kids walked out, they stared in awe at the swirling clouds around us. "Daddy, did you make the storm go away?" Colin squeezed my hand.
"I asked Sheena and God for help, son." The neighbors’ lawn furniture was swirling everywhere, but our yard was still and quiet. "Let’s go back in the house and relax."
In our living room, we laid the kids on our blue velvet couch and covered them with a blanket. After seeing them doze, Candy fell asleep. During the storm, I remained awake until it was over.




Chapter 41

Harley strode into the Whitehall office, the door swinging shut behind him. He had a confident stride that showed he was sure of himself. 
"Hi, Harley. Nice to see you," I said.
"Hey, Tim. Checking to see how you’re doing." The sound of the door closing behind him was followed by a brief silence.
"I was just about to leave, Harley. I’m heading down to the secret Bexley office. Do you want to come see it?" I asked.
"Yeah, that’d be nice. Where is it?"
"It’s down the street. Follow me."
"Harley accompanied me out to the parking lot. I opened my car door."
"Tim, let’s take my Corvette." Harley said. I closed my door and strolled over to his car and got in.
Harley’s sleek red Corvette glimmered in the sun like a beacon, calling out an invitation to adventure. Its chrome accents and bold curves made it an eye-catching sight. The engine roared as Harley turned the key. We headed down the street and the tires screeched on the asphalt. The wind whipped past, its icy fingers playing with Harley’s hair. I told Harley to follow Main Street to Bexley. It took us about ten minutes to get to the office.
"You can park here, Harley," I said. He pulled over, and we exited the car.
"This is a fancy area for an office, don’t you think?" Harley asked as we walked into the building and up one flight of stairs.
"Well, according to Dagger’s guidelines, yes. We are kicking butt just the same." We walked up the stairs to the office.
Crystal was the first to see us and darted to the door. Harley stood tall, with a serene smile on his face. He conveyed enthusiasm and trust. Harley moved closer to glimpse the telemarketing business I started. I kept it secret from Dagger so I could give those he unfairly fired a place to work. Instead of light bulbs, it sold Kodak coupon books. 
Crystal stood in the doorway, her eyes twinkling with excitement. Her hands waved in a friendly gesture, beckoning Harley for a hug. His expression was bright and open, and his body language spoke of openness and trust as he gave Crystal a big bear hug. Everyone loved Harley.
"Hey everybody, Harley’s here to see our operation," I said. Steve turned with a smile and stood.
"Hey, Tim," Steve said. He stuck out his hand for me to shake. Crystal gave me a hug. Then Steve shook Harley’s hand.
"Harley, this is where salespeople recover after Dagger shreds them and throws them out." The entire room burst into laughter. Everyone in the room felt a sense of camaraderie as they enjoyed the moment. Harley’s expression of surprise was mixed with an understanding of the joke, his body language open and inviting as he accepted the warm reception from everyone around him.
"Hey guys. I’m glad you have a place to go when my brother’s an ass. I know all too well what he’s like." Harley’s words always had a warmth to them that gave everyone a sense of comfort.
"Well, you’re always welcome here, Harley. Coffees always on for you." Steve said.
"Well, this is genius." Harley said. He looked at the posters and the unfairly fired salespeople.
"Hey guys, I need to check on some of the other offices. See you later," I said. The room was filled with people standing, grinning and exchanging farewells.
Harley laughed, his whole body shaking with joy. I could see the delight in his face as he said goodbye to everyone, wishing them luck and offering his support. It was clear they had accepted him into the family and would be back soon for another visit.
As we walked out of the office, he smiled at me and said, "You have some talented people here." I nodded in agreement, happy to know Harley was so at ease with our team. We headed back down the stairs and out on to Main Street. The sun glowed in the sky as Harley fired up his Corvette once more.
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It was a perfect day for a scenic drive to Zanesville. The windows were down. All along I-40, a narrow two-lane road, I heard birds chirping as I drove through forests that gave way to open spaces with green trees on either side of me.  
Cowboys from all over would go to Zanesville for their dose of Western flair—and you can’t beat those Pioneer jeans. The pottery factory helped give work opportunities locally as well. There was a lot happening in Zanesville. The local cowboys always hung out in the saddle shop when they weren’t riding horses themselves, and there was no better place to buy your next set of Western wear than at Joe’s Horse Supply Store.
The population of the town only supported five phones in our sales office. There was parking in front of our storefront on Main Street. Kathy was on the phone as I walked in. She grinned and waved at me while talking to a customer. I nodded and sat down. After she finished, she came over to shake my hand.
"Tim, nice to see you. You’re such a stranger. We hardly get any visits from you."
"Well, you’re just so darn reliable that you don’t need a lot of supervision."
"Yeah, but you make us feel neglected." Kathy smiled. I knew she was teasing me.
"Well, I’ll have to pester you more often. But your office is clean, the salespeople have smiles, and they’re making money." I looked around the room. "I thought I’d take the crew to lunch, if you’re up to it."
Kathy looked at the crew, and they all nodded. I waited for them all to finish their calls, then they stood and followed me out the door.
"I love the diner next-door here. You guys up for that? Or are you too tired of it?"
"No, we love it there," several agreed. We walked in and pushed two tables together. The laminated menu was sticky with syrup from breakfast orders. Kathy ordered bacon and eggs. Several of them ordered pancakes. We all chatted about work as we took long sips of water from our water glasses. The food arrived soon after.
"So, what’s happening in the big world?" Kathy asked.
"About the same as here, but harsher. Too many salespersons drag themselves into work after partying. I hate to see that."
"Well, we have a healthy attitude here," Janie said. I smiled and nodded, then looked at the kitchen.
The chef’s white hat was a study in contrasts—clean, crisp fabric with a black band and brim, but covered in a wild array of grill marks, grease spatters and dark cooking stains. It hung heavily on the back of the cook’s head, slightly askew. Flare-ups from the open flame of the grill likely caused a few small holes in the fabric.
It wasn’t some fancy restaurant either - you could tell they loved their cooking, because it looked like they served everything off of those flames.
The air was filled with a mix of scents - sweet maple syrup, charred sausage, and freshly cooked bacon. The fragrant aromas of herbs and spices, like garlic and onion, along with the smell of frying oil, wafted through the dining room. There was a smell of burnt sugar and wood from the grill.
The floorboards were cheap linoleum tiles with chipped edges. Someone had tried too hard to make the walls look beautiful by painting over the 60s style paneling. There were unpainted spots where they finally gave up... or maybe just got bored? Either way, there were more colors than you ever imagined possible. But somehow, it was still trendy as heck.
My phone screamed at me. I answered.
"Tim?"
"Yes, Candy? What’s wrong?"
"Can you come home?"
"I can. Why? You sound scared."
"Tammy was here visiting and Dale showed up. They got into a screaming argument in the house. It scared the kids. Scared me too."
"Why isn’t he in Indiana? Are you guys okay? Are they still there?"
"They’re gone now, but I’m worried that he might come back. He said nasty things to me."
"I’m on my way, honey. I’ll be there in an hour." I stood, reached into my pocket for my money clip, peeled off a one-hundred-dollar bill, and laid it on the table. "I’m sorry ladies, got an emergency at home." As I turned, the ladies said goodbye. 
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Dale was far from Indiana. I remembered him saying that my family would be in trouble if we didn’t keep Tammy away. I called Harley.  
"Harley, this is Tim. Can you give me Dale’s number?"
"Sure you ready to write?"
"Yes, go ahead." I balanced my notebook on the dash so I could keep an eye on the road.
"614 773 5555."
"Thanks Harley."
"I’m surprised you’re calling him. What’s up?"
"He caused a ruckus at my house and scared my family. I need to talk to him."
"Don’t let that little Uumpa Luumpa bother you."
"He’s bothering my family now. He’s gone too far. I’ll talk to you later, Harley."
The needle of the speedometer was dangerously close to seventy. I wanted to get home fast but not get pulled over. I arrived at the house in the driveway and jumped out. Candy hurried out to see me.
"He upset the kids," she said. "He’s a scary little man."
"Yeah, I know. I’ve experienced his anger. He’s pressing his luck bringing it to you and the kids." I muttered a few expletives as I ran into the house. Inside the house, Colin was sitting wide-eyed on the couch with tears running down his face. He had a blanket pulled up to his chin. My heart broke at the sight. I kneeled in front of him and said, "Everything will be okay."
Sapphire was sleeping in Candy’s arms.
"Was Sapphire crying too?" I asked.
"Yes, she was wailing." Candy hugged Sapphire closer. I picked Colin up and held him.
"How’s it going, buddy?" I asked Colin.
"That scary man was here."
"I know, son. You’ll never see him again. He’s never coming back here." Colin wrapped his arms around my neck and squeezed tight. Poor little guy. I felt my anger growing but tried to keep my voice low and controlled as I comforted them; I vowed to myself that nothing like this would ever happen again. I put him on the couch next to Candy. "Sit here, buddy. I have to go outside."
"Okay, Daddy." I walked out to my car and grabbed my cell phone. I punched in Dale’s number. No answer. I left a voicemail. I warned him in no uncertain terms there would be serious consequences if he ever came near our family again. I hung up the phone. Candy walked out and grabbed my hand. I looked at her face, which still showed trauma. The pain in her eyes was so raw, it cut straight to the heart.
"Can you tell me what happened?" I asked.
"Tammy was here. We were having a good time. The kids love her. Then Dale started banging on the door and screaming. I froze in my chair with an indescribable feeling of dread. Tammy got up and opened the door. He started screaming at Tammy that she wasn’t allowed to be here. Tammy started yelling back that she could do what she wants. Dale screamed at me and the kids, making them go into a crying fit."
"How long was he in the house?"
"About ten minutes. Tammy was trying to get him to leave, but he refused. She walked outside, trying to get him to follow, but he wouldn’t. She came back in and tugged on his shirt, but Dale pushed back. I grabbed the kids and ran upstairs to our bedroom and shut the door. We could hear Tammy and Dale downstairs. Tammy was trying to defuse him, but Dale was not having it. After about five minutes, they went outside. I could see through the window Dale waving his clenched fists, screaming, and flapping his hat around in the air. His face looked like a devil. He was like a madman. Then he got into his car, slammed the door, and peeled off." Candy pointed at the tire marks Dale left behind.
"He’s not coming back here again. I’ll make sure of that."
"I’m afraid to visit with Tammy now. She’s been such a pleasure and the kids love her." 
"Maybe wait for Dale to calm down before you ask her to visit again. Just a suggestion."
"Yes." Candy nodded.
"You know what? Let’s take the kids out to Chuckie Cheese. Maybe that will help them feel better." Candy agreed, and we gathered the children and drove away.




Chapter 44

After thirty minutes in the ball pit, cheerful colors began to overtake the gloom and anxiety of before. The children were smiling and playing, toes sticking out of the colorful plastic balls that filled the pit. The air was thick with the pungent aroma of melted cheese and french fries. The room was filled with laughter and shouts of joy, bouncing around the room. The children’s giggles were contagious, and soon everyone was enjoying themselves. When the kids started to blink their eyes, fighting sleep, we drove home. 
I walked far away from the house after we had the kids in bed. Dale had not returned my call, so I dialed his number again. This time, he answered.
"Dale, this is Tim. Did you get my message to call me?"
"You better not tell me what to do, you pissant," Dale said.
"I don’t want you around my family ever again. Do I make myself clear?" My heart raced, and I squeezed my hands into fists. My teeth clenched as waves of anger pulsed through my body. I cringed at the harsh edge in my voice. I fought back tears and shook with fear that was mixed with my anger. I worried that Dale would hear me as a coward. I wasn’t a coward. I was willing to face Dale. But many times an intense confrontation would reduce me to crying. My mother always said I was a crybaby. I still was.
"I thought I made myself clear that if Tammy was around you, your family would regret it." I could hear the violence in Dale’s voice: a dull rumble like a pit bull about to attack a small dog.
"Dale, I will protect my family. You will not come around them again. You will not threaten them again."
"You can’t tell me what to do. I’m not done yet. You’re going to regret disobeying me. I told you to stay away from Tammy."
"I have no control over Candy. She chooses her friends. From what happened today," I said slowly, enunciating each word clearly because I knew Dale would not understand otherwise, "it seems you don’t have control over Tammy either." There was silence on Dale’s end of the line for several long moments before words burst out of him in an incoherent rant that quickly devolved into swearing and threats made by someone who sounded insane. He ended by saying,
"This isn’t over."
"It sure as hell better be," I warned.
"Why? Are you going to beat me up?" Dale grunted.
"I’m going to do what it takes to keep you away from my family."
"Good luck with that buddy boy." Dale disconnected the line.
I set my phone on top of the car and sat on the trunk. My heart beat fast. I didn’t like getting angry. It was a waste of energy. My temper needed to be controlled. I wouldn’t be any good to my family if I couldn’t focus. I thought about my options. I could call the police about Dale. It’d probably just anger him more, which would hurt my family. Dale was becoming a physical threat to my family as well as me. Worse, he may start attacking them with his evil energy at night.
I had done my best to make friends with him, but I could see that wouldn’t happen. Sheena’s words came to my mind that I could bounce Dale’s negative energy back to him, but it could have dire consequences for him. Possibly also for me and others. But it may be my only defense left. I slid off the trunk, stood, folded my arms, closed my eyes, and took a long deep breath. I grabbed my phone and called Harley.
"Harley, this is Tim. I need to talk to you about Dale."
"What’s with you lately? You got a crush on him?" Harley laughed.
"Hardly. He scared the hell out of my family today inside our home. My family doesn’t feel safe. Something needs to be done about him."
"You want me to talk to him?"
"I doubt that would do any good. He has even less respect for you than he does for me. He respects Dagger, though. Do you think you can talk Dagger into calling off the wolves?"
"I’ll see what I can do for you, Tim."
"Thanks Harley. I’ll talk to you later." I hung up the phone. Maybe it would work. I knew it was a long shot. From what I knew of Dagger, he would find it amusing that Dale traumatized my family. There wasn’t a lot of hope he would yank Dale’s chain. I walked back inside and sat by Candy on the couch. She squeezed next to me and put her head on my shoulder.
"Are you okay Candy?"
"What will you do about Dale?"
"Something drastic, I fear." My stomach flip-flopped as I knew what my last recourse would be. Candy interlaced her fingers with mine. We watched the ten o’clock news and went to bed. Candy fell asleep quickly, exhausted from her day. After crawling into my side, I scanned the ceiling and walls for Dales’ dark energy. I didn’t see any, so I closed my eyes and went to sleep.
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[image: image-placeholder]The stars are bright as I stand on top of a skyscraper in downtown Columbus. Streetlights and the headlights of cars shine brightly into the night, but the stars high above us are unblurred by the city lights. They blaze with licks of white fire that are brighter than anything below. It’s so quiet I can resonate with the hum of neon signs, the hypnotic song of light and electricity, rubbing my mind smooth like the glass and steel of the buildings. Sheena is walking along the edge looking out to the sky.
"Hi Sheena," I say.
"Hi Timothy Tibb." She smiles, reaches over to take my hand, and looks back toward the distance. On the horizon are dark clouds emitting a low rumble of thunder and flashes of lightning.
"Is this death disturbed again? Or is it just a storm?"
"It’s death," she whispers.
"A storm attacked me the other night. Along with the thunder, the storm growled like an evil beast. The wind shaped the clouds into dark eyes."
"Yes, I know, Timothy. I was there with you."
"I assumed so. I wasn’t sure what to do. So I used the tornado to protect my family because it was a physical threat. But it also felt like an evil threat. So I thought maybe I should have used the violet egg. I don't think I can do both at once. When I brought up the tornado, though, it shaped like an egg inside the storm protecting our house."
"You had a combination of both." She looked at me and squeezed my hand. She then looked toward the storm.
"This is a very tough time. I feel like I’m getting to where I can’t protect my family anymore. I may have to send Dale’s energy back to him."
She looked at me and nodded. "You’re the only one that can decide that. Just remember, the consequences can be dire."
"But it will protect my family?"
"It will protect your family."
"If Dagger can’t diffuse Dale, I won’t have any other choice."
Sheena turns to me and grabs both of my hands. "Timothy Tibb, wake up. You must wake up now. Wake up."
[image: image-placeholder]
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I opened my eyes and heard Colin screaming. I jumped out of bed and Candy followed me into Colin’s room. He was standing on his bed and pointing at the corner.  
Dale’s energy appeared as a thick fog that hung in the room, radiating an oppressive aura and a sense of dread. His energy bent and twisted the light of the room, causing shadows to take on strange shapes. The air felt heavy and charged.
I grabbed Colin and pressed his face into my shoulder and took him to our room, immediately activating the violet egg.
"Candy, get Sapphire in here now." I waited for her to retrieve our precious girl and then shut the door. "It’s okay," I said. "Things will be okay." I patted Colin’s back. "It was only a bad dream. Everything will be okay."
Colin had his arms around my neck, his face into my shoulder, sobbing. I concentrated on the violet egg to keep it strong for thirty minutes. Maybe it was time to bounce Dale’s energy back to him. Soon Colin was asleep, and I didn’t feel Dale’s energy. I decided to wait to see if Dagger could fix this. If not, then I would start returning Dale’s energy. We tucked the kids in our bed between us. We kept our hands on them so they would feel safe and went to sleep.
At 8:00 AM, my phone rang. I picked up.
"Hey, Tim, it’s Harley."
"Harley, what’s up? Did you talk to your brother?"
"He wants you to meet him at the Hyatt Hotel at City Center Mall. He said to come about noon."
"What's he doing down there?"
"They got a room so Rita could shop. Dagger will hang out in the bar."
"That’s a great idea. I’ll bring Candy. She’d love to go shopping with Rita. Is Dale going to be there?"
"That’s the plan. He said he’d talk to both of you about your situation."
"I’ll bring my family because I don’t want to leave them alone at home."
"I'll be down with Donna."
"I’ll be there about noon. Thanks, Harley, for setting this up."
Candy squealed when I told her the plans for the day. Normally I wouldn’t encourage her shopping habit. She was already too good at it. But I felt like I needed to do something nice for my family.
As we walked through the glass doors of City Center Mall, we saw a large, multi-leveled structure, made up of steel and glass. Its sleek, modern look radiated a sense of luxury and sophistication. Inside, customers found brightly lit stores with displays in front of each entrance. Escalators moved between levels, and balconies offered scenic views of the mall below. There were ample seating areas with plush chairs and couches, perfect for taking a break between shopping trips. A variety of eateries and entertainment centers packed the first level.
From the moment you stepped through the door, the aroma of pastries, coffee, sweet citrus, and warm spices pulls you in.
Music played softly over the speakers throughout the day, adding an upbeat tempo to each shopper’s errand-filled journey. Snippets of conversations mingled with the sound of footsteps. Elevators dinged after every stop and shoppers’ feet clattered against the marble floors. The hustle and bustle of City Center Mall came together to form a symphony of sound.
The first level was bustling with people, some stopping to talk on balconies or read displays inside stores while others simply strolled along enjoying each other’s company - such harmony.
The escalator took us directly into the Hyatt hotel, where a customer service rep waited behind shiny counters.
"Good day sir, how may I help you?" The lady behind the counter said. She had trimmed dark hair, a Hyatt uniform wrapped at the waist, and red, glowing, manicured nails.
"I’d like to book a room with two beds plus a crib, please," I said.
"Yes sir, how many nights will you be staying?" She asked.
"Candy, how many nights would you like to stay?" I asked.
"Three?" Her eyes widened.
"Three nights, it is then," I said. She got a room booked, and we took the elevator, letting Colin push the button. I pulled him back by his shirt as he tried to push every button. When we entered our room, the smell of brand-new carpeting and lemons filled our noses. There wasn’t a speck of dirt anywhere. The tile, tub, sink, and toilet in the bathroom gleamed. There was a large window with heavy drapes pulled open. Colin ran to the window to look outside.
"Look, Daddy! You can see cars down there." He pointed at the window.
"Yes, it’s a magnificent view, isn’t it, son?"
"Yes!"
"Candy, do you want to get a toy for the kids?"
"I’d be happy to do that. Do you want a toy, Colin?" she asked.
"Yes!" Colin jumped. I was happy to see them smiling and relaxing. They deserved it after that horrible attack by Dale. Maybe three nights of luxury would help them forget the vicious attack from Dale. But for me, it was time to meet Harley, Dagger, and the monster.
"Candy, why don’t you call Rita’s room and see if she’s in? You could go shopping with her. I need to meet the guys."
"Are you going to take care of that situation?" Candy asked.
"Absolutely. One way or the other."




Chapter 47

Downstairs, the lounge was airy, with lots of mirrors and shelves behind the bar. I saw Dagger and sat next to him.  
"Hello Dagger. How’s your day going?" I asked.
"I don’t understand why you’re letting Uumpa Luumpa bother you," Dagger said, skipping the niceties and getting to the point of our meeting.
"It’s not only me. He’s terrorizing my family now. I can’t allow that. I’m hoping you could mediate. It’s good for your company that we work together."
"Yeah." Dagger sipped his drink. I saw Harley coming toward us. Dale followed.
"Hi, guys," Harley said with his typical jovial smile. He grabbed the bar stool on the other side of Dagger, and Dale set next to him. Dale put his elbows on the bar and leaned forward, looking away.
"Have a drink, guys," Dagger said to Harley and Dale. The bartender took their orders.
"Well, I’m not a counselor. Nor do I even want to be," Harley said. "But I’d like you two guys to get along."
"That’s what I want," I said. Dale growled and kept looking away.
"It’s good for business that we all work together. I do my best to get skilled managers for Dale. I’m trying hard to make friends with him or at least get along. I don’t understand why he feels this way about me. When I talk to my managers in Indiana, they tell me Dale’s pleasant to work for. They like him," I said.
"Why are you talking to my managers?" Dale’s neck snapped around to look at me.
"I’m sorry I meant your managers. I only meant..."
"I know what you meant. I’ve told you to stay away from my managers, stay away from my girlfriend. Stay away from me."
"I’m not going near your managers."
"Then why are you talking to them?"
"They call me to let me know how they’re doing."
"Well, that’s going to stop. That’s my state. Those are my managers. Those are my offices."
"Dale, quit being such an ass," Dagger said.
"Yeah, Dale. What have you got against Tim, anyway?" Harley asked.
"Harley, you give him favorable treatment. You gave him the best territory. My territory. I should run Ohio," Dagger snarled.
"Dale, I think you were drunk the night we talked about that. I never promised you anything. I only said show up in Ohio, and I’ll put you to work," Dagger said.
"When we were in Colorado, you promised me the first office," Dale said.
"You weren’t here when we opened the first office. You showed up a month later. Were we supposed to wait on you?" Dagger said. He took a swig of his drink and leaned back.
"You should have given it to me when I arrived, instead of letting this piece of pond scum keep it." Dale pointed his finger at me.
"Why are you such a jerk?" I asked.
"You’re a weasel. A little snake. You think you’re so smart, you have an answer for everything." Dale scowled at me.
 "I thought we had found some common ground when we were talking about our mothers. Didn’t you? " I asked. 
 "I was drunk. Plus, I don’t remember that," Dale said.
 "If you don’t remember that, how do you know it was when you were drunk?" I asked. Dagger belly laughed, and Harley spit his drink all over the bar.
"Dale, no matter how you feel about me, you cannot threaten and scare my family. You traumatized them last night."
"I told you to keep your family away from Tammy."
"How the hell am I supposed to do that? If it helps at all, Candy has agreed she shouldn’t visit Tammy for a while. But if they decide to get together, I have no control over that," I said.
"You mean to tell me you can’t control your woman?" Dale asked. He turned to me.
"If it’s so easy to control your woman, why are you letting Tammy come to our house?" I asked. Dagger and Harley let out a belly laugh. Dagger growled at them.
"That’s a good point, Uumpa Luumpa," Dagger said.
"Dagger, do you have control of your woman?" I asked.
Dagger laughed and took a big swig. "As if," he said.
"Harley, how about you?" I asked.
"Donna? I think she has control over me." Harley said. Dagger and I laughed.
"Well, no matter who’s got control of who, Dale’s not allowed to harass my family. And I’d sincerely appreciate it if you’d quit attacking me," I said.
"What are you going to do about it?" Dale asked.
"Anything that is necessary to make you stop." I squinted my eyes at him. Harley and Dagger laughed again. I think they enjoyed the conflict. They would’ve been happy if we had a fistfight. They’d place wagers on us.
"Dale, you’re hurting my business. You need to get along. And stay the fuck away from Timmy’s house and family," Dagger said. The tone of his voice meant he was dead serious and no longer joking. Dale turned his head away and said nothing. We sat for 30 minutes chitchatting, but Dale sat stone silent. I hoped this was resolved.
Candy, the kids and I enjoyed three nights of relaxation. I cared for the kids while she shopped with Rita. Colin had a great time. Dale didn’t attack. Maybe that was a good sign.
The following Monday at 10:00 AM. I got a call. I had just come down to the kitchen to eat breakfast. It was Dean in Indianapolis.
"Hey, Tim, it’s Dean."
"Hi Dean, what’s up?"
"I’m calling to give you a heads up. Dale ordered us to have no contact with you. I’ve never seen him like this. He’s royally pissed and threatening to destroy you and your family."
"What do you think he means by destroy?"
"I don’t know. He sounded sinister. As I said, I’ve never seen him this way. He’s scary. Before he was always polite to us."
"Thanks for the heads up, Dean. Don’t upset him. Stay safe."
"No problem. I just thought you should know. The other managers elected me to call and tell you."
"Tell them I appreciate it." I hung up the phone and sat down at the kitchen table, resting my head in my hands. This was not good. Not good at all. Dale was still a threat. Driving to Indianapolis to reason with Dale, I decided, would be my last, last ditch effort. If I couldn’t fix it, then I would start returning his energy. I packed my lunch, got in my VW Rabbit and headed on down the road.




Chapter 48

I believed if I talked with Dale alone, we could make peace. Maybe his pride wouldn’t allow him to do so in front of Harley and Dagger.  
The weather predicted sunny days for the entire week, which was proving to be true. When I reached the mile marker showing I was sixty miles from Indianapolis, dark clouds rolled in from behind me. I was driving sixty-five miles an hour west on I-70. Within another mile, rain sprinkled, and I turned on my wipers. Jazz on the radio helped to calm my nerves as I thought about meeting Dale. Sheena’s warning about returning Dale’s energy was scary. I preferred to make peace instead.
Within the next ten miles, the rain hammered against my car mercilessly. The wipers flailed at full speed; the sky became so dark I had to switch on my brights despite the afternoon hour. I drove slower and slower as visibility vanished, knowing it was a matter of time before that storm completely engulfed me. My headlights cut through the inky darkness, barely illuminating the road ahead. The traffic slowed to a snail’s pace. With the darkness, it felt like I was driving into the abyss. I took the next exit to wait out the storm.
When I drove into a Wendy’s parking lot, I pulled a jacket over my head and dashed inside, but the rain soaked my clothing in the short distance. Stepping through the doorway, I wiped my wet hair from my face and shook my jacket. There were ten people marveling at the storm outside. I ordered coffee and sat near the window to watch. Wind shook the windows and rain pelted them like metal balls.
"Have you heard anything on the radio?" I asked the couple next to me.
"It was going to be sunny," they said.
"Yeah, that’s what I heard, too. This is pretty weird."
Another man with his legs stretched, his arms folded and who appeared to be half-asleep suddenly set up and stared at us. In his ear, he had a wired earpiece attached to a radio in his pocket.
"This storm came out of nowhere, according to the weather report. I’m listening to it now," he said.
Everybody turned to look at him. He pulled the plug out of the radio so we could all hear. According to the broadcast, this unexpected storm caught everyone by surprise, even the meteorologists.
"Well, if you don’t like the weather in Ohio, wait and it’ll change," the man with the radio said. Everybody chuckled.
Thirty minutes later, the rain slowed and became a drizzle while the sun peeked through a break in the clouds. As soon as I finished my coffee, I went to the restroom and got back into my car. On the freeway, the skies again darkened, and rain and wind blew against me. As I went West, it pushed back harder and harder. My only option was to fight the storm and watch out for tornado clouds. Traffic flowed at forty miles per hour and it took me two hours to reach the outskirts of Indianapolis. The storm manifested behind me as angry black clouds that had a life of its own, its dark and bitter soul roaring in the wind. I saw its oppressive presence as lightning and thunder, clouds that formed large evil eyes, and a powerful wind that pushed back against anyone who tried to stand against it.
The smell of ozone hung heavy in the air, with a hint of sulfur beneath it. There was an acrid smell of electricity in the air, like a power substation had exploded nearby.
The storm was deafening. Its roar was like a vicious animal, and clashed with the thunder that accompanied it. A soul-chilling howl swept across the land, echoing fear and despair, as if to remind everyone of its power.
This must have been the storm of death. Sheena said Dale’s energy disturbed it, but it was its own entity. It no longer fed only on Dale’s dark energy, but also on the negativity of others. I was afraid of this storm of death, and even Sheena had told me it terrified her. But I had to continue. I had to confront Dale.
The rain continued to beat against my windshield like pellets from a shotgun. As thunder and lightning rumbled next to me, it felt as if the storm was right above me. In the distance, ominous clouds swirled, but I had to get to Dale.
Suddenly, the dark clouds moved, a menacing sight heading right for me. There was a funnel cloud forming in the distance and I knew my chances of survival were close to nil. The storm moved fast, as if it was being pulled by an invisible force. The raging funnel cloud roared in the distance, a hungry monster coming for me. I pulled over and turned off my vehicle. My car was shaking as the wind picked up around me. My only choice was to exit my vehicle. 
As I fled, I felt like my body was being pulled back by the tornado. I glimpsed the destruction it had already caused before diving toward the only hope of safety: a ditch in the ground. I prayed for survival as I covered my head with my hands. The winds howled as if crying out for my soul, and debris flew everywhere. I thought death had claimed me then and there. I was certain this was the end and this storm would devour me. But then it was over. The tornado passed, and I was still alive.
I looked around as I emerged from the ditch. The devastation was unbelievable. The tornado had leveled the area. It left nothing standing, not even trees or buildings. It had reduced everything to rubble. It covered the town in mud and debris. There were cars that were flipped upside down and chunks of concrete everywhere. It was the most devastating sight I had ever seen, like the very soul of the place had been torn apart. It was as if the storm had frozen everything in time. 
My heart sank as I surveyed the landscape, amazed at how quickly this tornado had come and gone. All that remained was a reminder of its power and destruction; a reminder that no one was safe from its wrath.
People slowly came out of hiding. I could hear cries and sobs as people wept for their lost loved ones, homes, and memories. The storm had taken everything from them, leaving them with nothing but despair. That I had survived made me feel guilty, because others had not.
I got into my car and drove away. I had to get to Dale. As I walked into the first Indianapolis office, I felt a sense of relief. The death storm had not ripped apart my soul.
"Hi Dean, how are your drivers doing with this weather?"
"Not good. Most are waiting out the storm." Dean shook his head and scratched his arm.
"I understand that. We don’t want them in danger," I said. A loud clap of thunder shook the windows and lightning lit up the sky.
"Did you hear about the weather?" I asked.
"Just that it was a surprise. They’re saying we should take cover."
"Do you know where Dale is? I need to talk to him."
"Last I heard, he’s in the office across town."
"Ok Dean, I’m going to drive over there to see if I can catch him."
"Are you crazy? In this weather?" He looked at me, bewildered.




Chapter 49

"It’s something I have to do. I can’t let the storm stop me." After pushing the door open against the wind, I went back to my car. I had to find Dale. There may be a connection between this death storm and him, but I’m wasn’t sure. With the roads drenched in rain, I inched along. The rain reduced visibility to about 100 feet, but I finally made it across town and saw Dale’s car outside the office. This was it. Thunder clapped loudly, and that wild, angry growl accompanied it.  
Dale was alone sitting at the manager’s desk. The offices were usually empty in the afternoons because our salespeople preferred to work mornings or evenings. Even the manager was absent, which was good, as I wanted to talk to Dale in private. When Dale saw me, he tossed his chair and leaped straight up from the desk.
"What the hell are you doing in my office?"
"Dale, let’s talk. It’s time to make amends."
“Leave now or I’ll call the police.” He clenched his fists and glared at me. "I might just throw you out myself," he said.
"Dale, have you ever had nightmares about me when you sleep? "
"I have dreams about you, but they aren’t nightmares. They’re sweet, wonderful dreams of killing you." His face lit up with a crooked grin. Maybe this man truly was evil.
"Dale, while you’re dreaming, your energy attacks me and my family like a dark force."
"Are you crazy?"
"I’m not crazy. At night, energy shaped like you attacks us. You attacked my child in his room and he’s afraid to sleep now."
"What mushrooms are you smoking? That’s hocus-pocus. I knew you were crazy." He laughed.
"I’m not crazy. It’s not hocus-pocus. It’s dangerous for me, my family and you."
"How’s that dangerous for me?" He lifted one eyebrow.
"This negative energy can destroy you. Have you seen that storm out here? It’s a surprise storm. But it’s more than that, it’s evil. It’s death. Death has been disturbed. And it might be because of you."
"You are wacky."
"Have you had a radio on today?"
"Yeah, a surprise storm. Big deal. Happens all the time," he said.
"Dale, the storm followed me from Columbus to here. Storms don’t go east to west here. They go west to east. Even as the storm followed me from Columbus, the wind was blowing from west to east. It was as if it did not want me to come see you. What do you think about that?"
"It’s happened before. Get out of my office now or I will physically remove you."
"I’m not leaving until we resolve this, Dale. You can try to throw me out, little man." Oh no, I thought to myself. I blew it. I didn’t want to insult him. His face turned beet red. Clenching his fists, he walked toward me. I dodged over to the side.
"Dale, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. It popped out. I only want to talk." I pressed my back against the wall as Dale snarled and moved closer to me.
"Dale, I’m trying to be your friend. If you need managers, I always send them to you. I try to be polite. I don’t understand why you hate me so much."
"Everything you have was supposed to be mine."
"Think about it, Dale. That’s beyond my control. You weren’t even here when we set up our first office. You now have all of Indiana. All I have is half of Ohio."
"Yeah, but your half is outselling my entire state because they give you prime territory and give me shit."
"Dale, if we can’t make friends and your attacks on my family continue, I will be forced to return your negative energy to you. You’ll leave me no choice."
"Is that a threat?" He squinted.
"It’s not a threat. It’s what I will have to do if we can’t make peace. I can’t live with your constant attacks. Every night, I put up a violet egg to protect my family. One time you attacked me on the road at night. And the worst part is you terrorized my children."
"Are you into some sort of black magic?" Dale’s eyes widened. While he maintained a menacing expression, some fear crept in as well.
"It’s not black magic. This negative energy you send out is a real thing. It’ll probably hurt you and those around you if I bounce it back to you. So far, I’ve been bouncing it out into space."
"You got some sort of voodoo going?" He unclenched his fist and backed up. His fear of voodoo or black magic was sincere.
"No, Dale, no voodoo or black magic or spells. I would only have to return your energy because of this desperate situation. No one knows what it would do to you. It could destroy you or make you sick. It could even destroy your friends or family."
Dale walked away, and I followed him. He sat in the manager’s desk chair.




Chapter 50

"I can’t make peace with you. It’s not in me. I hate you too much," he said. His tone was matter-of-fact.  
"It’s okay to hate me, Dale, as long as we still have peace. Maybe after a time when you realize I’m not your enemy, you’ll stop hating me. Dale, if I had been one of your salespeople in your office in Colorado, and if I had followed you here to Ohio, would you still hate me?” 
Dale did not respond, so I continued, “If you had arrived in Ohio before me, and you had the Whitehall office, but then Harley gave me the West Columbus Office, would you still hate me?”
Dale looked up and frowned. After a minute of quiet, he said, “I suppose not.”
“Dale, I’m thinking you are projecting the jealousy of your brother onto me. Harley and Dagger tease you like your mom and brother did. Then they gave me what you thought should be yours, just like your mom gave your brother that brand new car. I think that's why you hate me.” I sat in the chair next to his desk. Dale seemed to mull this over as he frowned and pursed his lips.
“Maybe,” Dale said.
“Dale, what would it take to be friends?” I asked. Dale sat quietly. He did not respond.
“Dale, even though Dagger and Harley tease you, you have built a strong business in Indiana. Your numbers are steady and your people love working for you. They have told me so.” I realized that talking to his people was a trigger point, but he didn’t seem to hear it.
“Well,” Dale said, “in Colorado, I had the best sales room in the state. No one could beat my numbers until Dagger hired Harley. He took my crown away.”
“But, Dale, you were still one of the best. That was difficult to do.”
Dale lifted his hat and scratched his white scalp. “Dagger and I were best friends before Harley showed up. After Harley started besting my sales, Dagger would goad me and laugh.”
“Did that remind you of your mother teasing you?” I asked.
“Hm. I never thought about that. But I’m not a pansy. That wouldn’t bother me,” Dale said.
“That wouldn’t make you a pansy, Dale. It’s normal. I told you I had the same type of mother. To this day, I cringe at some things she would call me. It’s normal to feel that way. It does not show you are weak.”
“I’m not weak,” Dale said. “My family didn't help me become a sales manager. I make more money than all of them combined.”
“You are powerful, Dale. I know you don’t believe it, but when you are sleeping, your attacks on me are immense. I know it must come from your hatred of me. Few people in the world have that power.”
“Really?” Dale grinned, but then whiffed his head. “You are telling me fairy tale stuff. If you really believe that, you’re crazy.”
“Let’s pretend for a minute that I’m not crazy. If you knew you had that kind of power, would you use it to hurt anyone?” I asked.
A big smile spread across Dale’s face. “I would use it to teach my family a lesson. They would realize they had been wrong in teasing me.”
“But you wouldn’t hurt them, right?”
“Why shouldn’t I? They deserve to be punished. If they knew it was me punishing them, they would have respect for me,” Dale said.
“Dale, you have respect from many people. All your salespeople and managers respect you. Dagger respects you.”
“Dagger no long respects me. Not since his brother showed up.” Dale shook his head and folded his arms.
“That’s not true. Dagger would not have given you all of Indiana if he didn’t respect you. Do you think he’s stupid enough to put someone incompetent in charge of a state?”
“Hmm,” Dale said. He scratched his scalp again, then position his ball cap to tilt forward over his eyes.
“Come on Dale, let’s be friends. There is no reason to hate each other.”
After sitting quietly for a minute, Dale turned his back to me and leaned over the desk. "Get out of my office now. I’ll never make peace with you." His voice was barely above a breath. I realized he was right. It was impossible for him to be at peace with me. After walking outside, I got into my car. As I drove east, the storm lightened. The dark clouds gave way to a brighter sky in the east, bathing the landscape in a soft light. The storm had dissipated, leaving behind a peaceful day and a feeling of wonder.




Chapter 51

Dale did not attack that night, so by the next morning, I hoped we had indeed resolved things, despite Dale’s denial. Perhaps he was too proud to tell me the truth. Hope filled my heart.  
Harley didn’t answer my call at 10:00 AM. That made me think. I hadn't heard from him in a while. I’d stop by his club to discuss the secret pizza business in Clifton. As it was still morning, there wouldn’t be naked dancing girls. The parking lot at his club was empty when I arrived. When I tugged on the door, it was locked.
Fear churned in my gut as I heard sounds coming from within the club. I tried to look inside, rapping my knuckles hard against the door and calling Harley’s name, but there was still no answer. I pressed my face against the glass while stretching up to the window.
Hearing noises on the other side, I pondered whether to call the police. It sounded like someone was trying to break in. My heart pounding, I sprinted around to the back of the club and saw a figure prying open the door.
"Hey, what are you doing?" I yelled, recognizing Harley’s silhouette. He whipped around and locked eyes with me, his face contorted in terror.
"What the hell are you doing, man? You’re scaring me," I said.
Harley’s eyes were wild. He was sweating and panting, and he looked like he had been running.
"Come on, let’s go," he said.
"What’s going on, Harley? What’s wrong?"
"Just come on."
He grabbed my arm and pulled me with him as he ran back around to the front of the club. He unlocked the door and pushed me inside.
"What the hell is going on?" I asked again. "Why were you trying to break into your own club?"
Harley looked wild-eyed, sweat dripping from his brow as he panted from exertion. "I don’t have time to explain," he said urgently, squeezing my shoulder. "Just trust me, okay?"
He ran to the office and pulled a heavy-looking duffel bag out of the closet. He started rummaging through drawers. He pulled out a gun and a box of ammunition, which he stuffed into the duffle bag.
"Harley, what’s going on?" I asked, but he ignored me.
He went to the bar and started pouring himself a drink. His hands were shaking, and he spilled some of the liquor on the counter. He downed the drink in one gulp and then poured himself another.
"Okay, I’m going to level with you," he said. "There’s a hit out on me. Someone wants me dead."
"What? Who? Why would anyone want you dead?"
"I don’t know. But they’ve been following me, and I think they’re going to kill me tonight."
"Jesus, Harley. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?"
"I didn’t want to worry you. But I need your help."
"Of course. What do you need me to do?"
"If anyone asks if you’ve seen me, tell them we had drinks together in Cincinnati. I need to throw them off my trail."
"Yeah, of course. What about Donna? Is she going with you?"
Harley nodded and downed another drink. Then he grabbed a couple of bottles of liquor and shoved them into the bag.
"I’ll need these," he said. He grabbed his jacket, slung the bag over his shoulder, and headed for the door.
"Where are you going?" I asked.
"I’m going to find out who wants me dead. And then I’ll end it."
Harley’s eyes were cold, and I could see the resolve in his face. It was going to be a rough road for his pursuers.
"Harley, call me when you’re safe, okay?"
"Sure, Tim." Harley ran out the door, and I followed, but he was out of sight.
I was standing alone, my mouth slightly agape in shock. A chill ran down my spine as I wondered what Harley was getting himself into and if he would be all right. "What the hell." I muttered the words to myself in disbelief, my expression a combination of worry and confusion.
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Candy called me. "Tim? Why do you sound out of breath?" she asked.  
My heart was still racing. Trying to calm myself so that I wouldn’t scare her, I said, "I’m okay."
"Would you take us to Max & Erma’s?"
Max & Erma’s was one of our favorite restaurants. We loved going there because the walls and ceiling were full of interesting things. I once read in a newspaper that Max & Erma hired a full-time employee who traveled the U.S. looking for antiques and interesting items to decorate the restaurants. Everything you’d find in a barn or Granny’s pantry was there, from canoes to farm tools.
"Sure, Candy, that’d be nice. Is there a special occasion?" I asked.
"No, honey, I miss you."
"Okay. Normally, you don’t miss me, but I’m glad you do now. I’ll come pick you up." Shaking my head, I hung up the phone. Candy seemed to be up to something. I drove home to pick up my family.
After we arrived at Max & Ermas, I held Colin on my lap to keep him from running around. His eyes lit up as he pointed at the walls and ceiling full of antiques and interesting trinkets. He gaped in awe at the canoes, farm tools, and other memorabilia on display.
He was filled with delight as he exclaimed, "Look Daddy, look Daddy!"
"Yes, son. What do you think that is?"
"I think it’s a monster."
"Hmmm, I’m not sure how you got that." I raised my eyebrows and tilted my head, looking at my son, as I considered his answer, a smile playing on my lips.
"So, Candy? What’s up? Why did you want to have lunch?" I asked.
"I miss having you around. What’s wrong with that?"
"Yeah, but I thought…" I decided not to say anymore.
"What’s your plan after lunch?" Candy asked.
"I’m heading down to Cincinnati. One of my offices has a secret pizza business I should check out again." And cover for Harley, I thought.
"What’s the secret pizza business?"
"He’s marketing it from our telemarketing business. He put $20,000 down to start. I don’t know where he got that much money, and I suspect he stole it from us."
"Why are you letting him do that? "
"I won’t much longer. He doesn’t know I’m letting him. I only want to see what he’s up to."
"Well, we’ll miss you. Will you be back this evening?" Candy lifted her eyebrows and smiled.
"Yes, I’ll be back by about six o’clock." I frowned. I wouldn’t get too excited about getting attention from her. Candy had acted like this before. On our trip from Denver to Columbus, she was nice to me. However, once we arrived, her body language shifted, her eyes lost their sparkle, and she turned away when I tried to kiss her.
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After lunch, I went to Dennis’s office in Cincinnati. Walking in, I absorbed my chi energy to hide my presence. As I walked around, I noticed everybody was offering pizza coupons as part of the sale.  
Just as Dennis walked in, I released my energy. He dropped his clipboard when he saw me and said, "Oh, I didn’t know you were here."
"Yep, I’m here. Dennis, what’s the deal with the pizza coupons?" I had to catch him in the act. If I asked him about the pizza coupons, he’d wonder how I knew. And I had to keep that secret.
"Oh. Yeah. We’re promoting a pizza shop."
"Which pizza shop?"
"Janie’s Pizza."
"Oh yeah? Who gets the money?"
"Well, I give it to the salespeople."
"All of it?"
"Well, I take half for myself." Dennis scratched his neck and turned away.
"And how much does the company get?"
"Well, this is just… you know… it’s helping cover our expenses."
"Dennis, you have no expenses. Besides covering all your expenses, the company pays you a commission. What you’re doing is cheating the company. I never gave you permission to do this."
"Why? I didn’t see that it’d matter. How is it I'm cheating the company?"
“Oh well, let me count the ways." I held up one finger. "One, if the money you pay the employees is not on the books, the IRS can audit us and kill us with penalties and even jail time for not reporting it.” 
I help up two fingers. “Two, if they are on the books, which I know they are not, then the company is paying all the payroll taxes.”
I held up three fingers. “Three, the company is the one that risked and invested in starting this office and deserves profit from all the activity this room produces.”
I held up four fingers. “Four, if a customer sues us in relationship to your pizza business, our insurance does not protect us because we did not disclose it to them in our policy. Shall I go on?” I scowled.
“That is just all bullshit. There is nothing wrong with what I’m doing,” Dennis said.
"Well, if you saw nothing wrong with it, why did the salespeople only offer coupons when they believed I wasn’t here?" I folded my arms.
"What do mean, believed you weren’t here?"
"Well, for example, right now. No one believed I was here. So they were offering the coupons. No one was selling them the other day."
Several salespeople had noticed me and had hung up the phone. They looked worried.
Nobody responded when I asked the salespeople, "What did Dennis offer you for selling the pizza coupons?" They glanced at me, then at Dennis. I looked back at Dennis.
"Dennis, who owns the pizza shop?"
"Well, I don’t know the owner’s name."
"Really? Why don’t you look at your driver’s license? The owner’s name is on there," I said. Dennis’s eyes widened.
"Dennis, I need to talk to you in private." I walked to the back room. He followed. 
"Dennis, where did you get $20,000 to open the pizza shop?"
"How did you know I..." He stopped.
"Yeah, I know. Did you steal it from us?"
"Of course I didn’t."
"How could I possibly believe a man selling coupons behind my back? Explain how you got $20,000 to open a pizza shop?"
"It’s from my savings."
"Can you show me your bank account? Show me you took $20,000 out to buy the pizza shop? That you didn’t steal it from us?"
"It’s really none of your business." His face showed a lot of anger.
"Well, I can’t force you to show me your bank statement, but I can have you arrested for theft. Grand theft. You’re stealing money from us with these pizza coupons."
"You don’t have the guts for that," he said. He stepped forward. I didn’t move.
"Show me where the 20,000 came from or I will call the police." 
"You’re a real piece of shit, you know that," he said. However, he stepped back, leaned against the wall, and folded his arms. I waited. "I got $50,000 in life insurance when my wife Janie died. Yes, I had it in the bank and yes, I can show you the transaction of it coming out of my savings account."
"Well, thanks for telling me that. I’m sorry to hear you lost your wife. However, the pizza coupons have ended, understand?" He nodded. "I need time to consider my next steps. I’ll be in contact with you later."




Chapter 54

I walked back to address the salespeople. "Hey everyone, Harley and I would love to buy you a drink. We’re at the Marriott. Meet me at the lounge." I wouldn't pay for a room at the Marriott. Too expensive. But I would have a drink in the lounge and wait. None of them would show up, anyway. As I left, I waved and went to my car. After driving three blocks, I parked, exited, and walked to the pizza shop. Blair could provide me with more information. Keeping my fingers crossed that Dennis hadn’t warned him yet. I walked into the shop. 
"Blair, how’s it going?"
"Real good." He wiped his hands on his apron and slipped something into his back pocket.
"Give me a couple of pizzas to take home to the family," I said.
"Sure, we’ll get those ready for you. What kind do you want?"
"Make a pepperoni pizza and a mushroom pizza. Make it three pizzas. Maybe I’ll get hungry on the way home," I said. Blair laughed. He pulled out a pad to write my order.
"It’s amazing how Dennis got this shop going while still running another business."
"Yeah. Yeah, he’s very ambitious." Blair’s eyes were wide with surprise.
"It’s a darn shame, though, about his wife. Maybe this is like a memorial for her, putting her name on the business."
"It was a damned shame. I hate drunk drivers." Blair said. I nodded, as if I understood what he meant.
"Yeah. Drunk drivers should go to jail. There’s no reason they couldn’t call a cab instead," I said. I hoped for more information.
"Yeah, that idiot should have gone to jail instead of Dennis." He turned to the cook and handed him the pizza order.
So Dennis had been in jail, and a drunk driver had killed his spouse. It might have looked suspicious if I prodded anymore, so I stopped. After waiting half an hour for the pizzas, I paid the bill.
"Thanks, Blair. You guys make great pizza here. I’m glad Dennis can move on with his life after being in prison and losing his wife. I can’t imagine how we would handle that."
"Yeah. I can’t imagine it either." Blair said. He volunteered no more information. I wouldn’t push my luck. Driving home, my mind wandered to this as I ate pepperoni pizza.
I desperately wanted to understand why Dennis went to prison. How could I find out? It would likely be beneficial if I could uncover how Harley had gotten him to work for us. He had worked for us for six months, so there was a good chance that he went straight from jail to us. We offered daily cash payments, a tempting offer to anyone coming straight out of jail who wanted to make a new start. We didn’t do background checks though, so they could keep their past a secret. We considered their slate clean until they proved otherwise.
My car sped down the highway, the wind blowing my face as I rolled down the window. I tried to call Harley, but my call went unanswered. My mind raced as I thought of all the places he could be.
Microfiche had always been a substantial source of information for me in the library. The police reports in newspapers might provide some information. If they’re even mentioned, they’re buried in the back pages. Since so many people go to jail, it’s not usually newsworthy. Tomorrow I’d give the library a shot.
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When I got home, it thrilled the family I brought pizza. Our neighbor was there with her son, so I was glad I purchased three pizzas rather than two. I’d only had one slice on the way home. Candy invited me into the kitchen after the neighbors left and the kids were in bed. A bottle of wine and two wine glasses were in her hands.  
"Can we share a glass of wine?" Candy asked.
What the hell is going on with her? I thought.
"That’d be great, Candy. As always, I’d like more attention from you. Can we sit on the back porch?"
"No, honey, let’s sit on the couch." Pulling me to the couch, she held my hand as we sat. She raised her glass to me. "To the best husband and father in the world," Candy said.
"To the woman I want to love forever and to love me forever." I clinked my glass with hers. During wine and chitchat, she snuggled up to me. I couldn’t hold a long conversation with Candy since her train of thought was only about two cars and one caboose long. It was like a game of charades was playing out in her head, but she never knew the answer.
"How’d it go down in Cincinnati today?" Candy asked.
"Well, I got Dennis to admit that he owns the pizza shop. He had our salespeople selling pizza coupons. I told him he had to stop."
"How did he take that?" Candy snickered and opened her mouth again but sighed instead.
"Not very well."
"These pizzas are from his shop?" Candy asked.
"Yep, they are. Actually, pretty good pizzas. He might find it profitable. He needs to do it honestly and not steal from us."
Candy nodded and changed the conversation. We went to bed after enjoying each other’s company for half an hour.
After Candy was asleep. I lay with my eyes open, thinking. I had a lot to digest.
My breath quickened as I felt the assault of Dale’s energy rushing toward me. I cursed under my breath and scrambled to look in on Sapphire. I raised a violet egg to shield our family and went to Colin’s room. The tension was palpable, and I could almost taste the fear in the air. I knew I had the power to return the energy but chose not to. Yet. Finally, Dale subsided, and I breathed a sigh of relief before returning to my bed.
Though I was exhausted, my mind raced with thoughts of Dale’s hatred. The hatred in his voice echoed through my mind as I remembered his confession to me of his sadistic dreams of torturing his family. His eagerness for it made my skin crawl, and I could feel myself understand why he gained pleasure from those thoughts. The realization made me shudder, but the bitter truth didn’t even faze him. 
I have had thoughts where rage boiled within me as I envisioned myself brutally punishing Ambrose Highmore with a whip. He cowered on the ground, whimpering in agony while my arm mercilessly lashed out at him again and again. All his past wrongs against me come crashing down as I reveled in the momentary satisfaction of revenge. Then a shudder of revulsion would pass through me as I realized I enjoyed that. I would push it away knowing that to wish such harm on anyone, even him, is wrong. I worried that Dale did not feel the same way.
My eyes closed as my mind drifted off into sleep.
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[image: image-placeholder]The view from the top of our favorite skyscraper is once again spectacular. Sheena is with me.
"Sheena, I think I’m at the point where I have to bounce Dale’s energy back to him."
"A warning. Visualize only the energy. Do not picture Dale or anybody else in your mind," Sheena said.
"Thanks Sheena, I’ll do that. Can you tell me why?"
"I’m protecting you from death. It is righteous to protect yourself and your family. You must, however, avoid getting caught up in revenge." Stepping off the ledge, Sheena floats above the city street. She stretches her arms out. "Timothy, it’s time we have our meetings in the country. Follow me." We fly over the city together. Although she is faster than me, she does not fly so far ahead that I lose sight of her. We’re soon in the country, landing on a wind-blown field of wheat.
"Is it dangerous in the city again?" I ask.
Sheena nods. "During that last storm, you were in grave danger, but we protected you."
"Everywhere seems dangerous. The death thunderstorms, people killing flyers in the city, Dale’s evil energy," I say.
Sheena motions for me to sit, and we both plop down into the tall grass. I watch as her long, dark hair sways in the wind.
"There are many entities in this world, Timothy. Some are visible and others remain hidden from our eyes. We must be aware of all types of energies around us, including evil spirits and people that have malicious intent."
She looks around before continuing. "We do not understand all the mysterious forces at play, but they can often cause us great harm if we are not careful. Trust your intuition for matters of safety and security - it is usually right on point."
Im speechless after Sheena’s warning. It makes me grateful for the protection she has provided me throughout the dangerous times in my life.
"Does everybody see this spirit world?"
"Not everybody Timothy Tibb. Many don’t see the things you see."
"Why is that?"
"It’s just the way you are, Timothy Tibb." Sheena sits and hugs her knees. The sky catches my eye as I lay on my back. It is illuminated with a million stars and a bright full moon, creating a canopy of glimmering light. 
The air is fresh with the hints of damp grass and wildflowers that mix to create a soothing aroma.
Crickets chirp in the distance. Their song is serenading the night sky. The occasional hoot of an owl breaks through the stillness and whistles its way across the open expanse. As a light breeze blows, it whisks away all of life’s worries and lulls me into a peaceful slumber.
[image: image-placeholder]
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The next morning, I called Harley again. Again, no answer. He promised to call me when he was safe. I was worried because he hadn’t.  
To view microfiche, I went to the library.
The library was a large, airy building with tall windows and stained glass. The interior was full of bookshelves, tables and chairs, computers, and a few small private study rooms. I loved the library; it was quiet. The silence was broken only by occasional whispers and footsteps. As I walked to the microfiche section, I heard the quiet whirring of the machines as they spun their reels.
After asking for access to the microfiche, I sat. I gathered film for the Columbus Dispatch from the last year. Although I didn’t know where Dennis came from, I knew that the Dispatch usually covered a lot of local news around the state. In an hour of searching police reports and headlines, I found nothing. Cincinnati may be a better place to start. I searched through the microfiche of the previous year’s Cincinnati Enquirer. Still nothing. I wasn’t sure how long he’d been in prison. Maybe I should have gone further back. Just then, I spotted Dennis’ name in a small article on the fourth page. Governor Pardons Murderer.
The article explained that a drunk driver had killed his wife, and there was a trial. After a long trial. They found the drunk driver not guilty. The next day, Dennis ran him down and killed him with his pickup truck while he was crossing the road. He was convicted and given a 15-year prison sentence. After two years, the governor pardoned him.
My mind whirled. The thought of Dennis, a murderer, looming over me made my skin crawl. I remembered the fury in his eyes when he almost lost control with me—but I was lucky. It was a close call. Taking money from the company was something I couldn’t forgive, but I was terrified to confront him. I had to make a decision quickly, but I didn’t want it to be my last.




Chapter 58

As soon as I left the library, I called Harley again. No answer. I hung up. Just then, the phone rang.  
"It’s Dagger," Sheena said.
"Hello Dagger," I said.
"How the hell did you know it was me?" He asked.
"I had a hunch."
"Dale says you were in his office and in his territory, harassing him. Why the hell were you there?"
"I was trying to make peace with him,” I said.
"I thought that’s what we did at City Center."
"Were you there? There was no peace made." There was a long pause.
"I ordered the two of you to make peace. Are you not following my orders?"
"I'm ready to follow your orders, but he’s not." Again, another long pause.
"I’m tired of you fucking idiots fighting. I should fire the both of you."
"Dagger, I’m trying my best to make peace with him."
"Then why are you threatening him with voodoo and black magic?"
"I never threatened him with voodoo or black magic. He brought it up. I told him I wasn’t doing that."
"He’s dead sure that you’re using voodoo on him. Why does he think that?"
"Well, a storm followed me from Columbus to Indianapolis. West. The storm followed me west. But storms here always go east. Its existence shocked the meteorologists not only by its existence but also by its direction. I heard a low growl, like an angry animal, from the storm. And it had evil eyes. The storm was full of death and evil. It probably had to do with Dale hating me so much. He needs to stop hating me or there might be terrible consequences for him."
"So you were threatening him?"
"That was not a threat. I was trying to help him, to tell him his hatred will backfire. It will hurt him, and probably others around him."
"I don’t need you bringing voodoo and black magic into this company."
"There was no voodoo or black magic. It wasn’t me who created that storm. I only wanted Dale to know that his hatred probably caused that storm."
"You’re fired if you keep talking about this shit, you understand me?" He hung up before I could respond.
Harley promised me I’d never have to deal with Dagger. Dagger was fine when he was in a good mood, but hell rained fire when he wasn’t. I didn’t want to be part of it.
That reminded me to call Harley. Still no answer. Maybe he’s hiding out. I drove to his house in the cul-de-sac that had once hosted a loud party. Now it sat like a ghost town. No cars in the driveway. The window shades pulled shut, blocking out any view of what was inside. The only sound was a slow wind blowing through the trees. I knocked on the door and pushed the doorbell, but no answer.
The side of the house had a kitchen window. It was ajar three inches, so I moved closer to peek inside. I could see the shadows of furniture, but no sign of movement or life. The silence was eerie and oppressive, like a graveyard. I went back out to my car and sat. That was odd. I hoped he wasn’t dead.
The phone rang. "It’s Dagger," Sheena said. I picked up the phone.
"Hello Dagger."
"How the hell do you know it’s me? Are you using your voodoo?"
"Voodoo is not real."
"Harley’s gone."
"Gone? What do you mean, gone? As in he left town? Is he dead? What do you mean?"
"He stole a quarter million dollars. Now he’s gone."
Dagger’s voice was a low and resonant growl that seemed to come from the depths of a deep, dark cave. It was as if he had soaked every word in acid, corroding and destroying whatever it touched. It was a voice that struck fear into the heart and stirred the icy dread of death.
"How the hell could he steal a quarter million dollars?" I asked.
"Harley told me you never wanted to deal with me directly. But now that he’s gone, someone has to take over. Do you want the state?" In my mind, I could see his teeth clenching. His tone of voice was of extreme anger.
"What do you mean, Harley’s gone?"
"Do you want the state or not?"
I paused, then said, "I need to think about this."
"You have until tomorrow. If you don’t take the state you’re fired." He hung up the phone without letting me respond. 




Chapter 59

I stopped by the secret Bexley office to talk to Steve and Crystal.  
"I don’t know what to do. I’m feeling terrible. You two are loyal friends. I need to talk to you." I wrapped my arms around my body in a protective hug, and my face was a mask of pain.
"Sure, go ahead. You have done so much to help us. Any little thing we can do to help you is our pleasure," Steve said. Crystal’s eyes glistened with unshed tears as she watched me.
"I have to fire Dennis, the manager in Clifton’s office. He was jailed for murder before he came to work for us. I’m afraid to fire him."
I explained everything to Steve and Crystal, starting with the day I first met Dennis. I told them about how he seemed like a normal person but acted strangely with certain aspects of his job. He was always angry, snapping at anyone who questioned him. I explained that this behavior sparked my suspicions that something was wrong. Next, I described the events leading up to Dennis’s arrest for murder.
"I can be your bodyguard," Steve offered. He stood to show his imposing girth.
"Thanks Steve. I may take you up on that," I laughed. Steve grinned.
"That’s not all there is. I still haven’t been able to get Dale to quit attacking me. It's wearing me out." I looked at them. They remained quiet, giving me their attention. "Sheena gave me a solution. She said I can return Dale's energy to him instead of bouncing it into space."
"That sounds hopeful, right?" Crystal asked.
"Well, yes, but it may kill him. Or others," I said. 
"Oh," Crystal said. Her eyes widened. 
"Oh, and it gets worse. Harley ran away. There is a contract on his head."
"What?" Crystal and Steve said in unison.
"Yes, I saw him at his club. I was looking for him after he had not answered my phone for several days. He was loading up with booze, guns, and ammo. He was out to find out who was trying to kill him. That’s the last I saw him."
"Oh my God," Crystal whispered.
"Oh, and wait. Wait. Even worse. Now Dagger gave me an ultimatum. I have to take over the state of Ohio or he will fire me. That means I have to work directly for him. I don’t want to do that."
Crystal and Steve were quiet after hearing my story. Crystal seemed shaken by the whole thing, but Steve looked determined.
"Anyway, guys, I’m about to quit. Everything is against me. I don’t see how I can get ahead."
"Tim, you need a day off. Why don’t you go home to your family and relax? A good night’s sleep will help. Whenever you are ready, we will go out for lunch. Okay?" Steve patted me on the back.
"Yes, that seems reasonable." I smiled. Crystal gave me a hug. I decided it was time to go home.
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After I got home, I found Candy and the kids on the back patio. Her blond hair was pulled up into a curly ponytail, and tendrils of hair framed her face. She smiled up at me as Colin ran by, screaming like a little marauder. The thick smell of fresh grass was a mix of sweet and earthy scents, with a hint of pine and dampness. Sapphire was sleeping in Candy’s arms. The sweet weight of my daughter pressed against my wife’s breast, and she rocked back and forth, mother whispering to daughter.  
"Hi Candy. I’m home. How was your day?"
"We went shopping." Candy’s face lit up as she spoke the words. Her eyes twinkled and her lips curved into a smile, giving away the joy she found in shopping.
"Oh, that’s good. Harley’s gone."
"What do you mean, gone?"
"I don’t know. Dagger told me he was gone. Harley hasn’t answered his phone for five days now. My question to Dagger was the same: what did you mean by gone? He wouldn’t answer me."
"Oh my God, I hope he’s not dead?"
"Yeah, me too. People seem to disappear around Dagger. I still haven’t heard about Tony since Dagger said he was gone."
"So what happens now?" Candy asked.
"Well, Dagger offered me the entire state. He said to either take it or be fired."
"Well, that’s good, right? You’d make more money, right? Would we get rich?" Candy’s eyes widened and her lips curved upward into a wide smile as her face brightened with excitement and hope. Didn’t she just hear Harley might be dead?
"I didn’t tell him I would do it. I said I’d think about it. I don’t want to do it. He treats everyone horribly and would push me under a bus for a nickel. Despite Harley’s promise, I’ve already worked directly for Dagger and nearly had a nervous breakdown. What makes you think I’d like to work for him? He causes me too much stress."
"What would you do then? How would we make money?" Candy’s face fell and her smile disappeared. Her lips thinned into a tight line.
"I can sell something. I’m good at sales. Maybe I could get my carpet cleaning company started."
"I thought you needed at least $50,000 to start that?"
"I do. I have some of it. You’re right, that is a problem. I could get a sales job until I get all the $50,000."
"I don’t believe you can make money without Dagger," Candy said.
"Yeah, thanks for the faith." I frowned at her. "The only reason Dagger’s making money is because I’m doing it for him." As soon as those cruel words left her lips, I felt my heart sink. I wanted to respond in anger, but I didn’t want to make it worse. I knew that our conversation had reached its end.
After dinner with the kids, we put them in bed. Taking a seat in Colin’s room, I watched for Dale’s return. An hour later, I felt things were safe, so I went to bed. I fell asleep.




Chapter 61


[image: image-placeholder]I’m in the middle of a wheat field with Sheena. The low rumble of thunder comes from far off. Sheena stares at the dark clouds.
"Sheena, Dagger wants me to run the state. I’m tired of dealing with evil men."
"Timothy Tibb, sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to do."
She rose like a spark into the air, hovering in the wind, then landing on the barn roof. I followed her. The leaves on the large oak tree next to us shivered and shook as the wind blew across their surface, bending them toward us. The smell of rain filled the air as her hair flowed in the breeze.
"I think I’d be fine on my own. Dagger is a tyrant to work for."
"Timothy Tibb, if you don’t finish your time with this one, a new one will come along soon. You have one last lesson to learn about evil men, either now or later. Afterwards, you can decide whether to work with them," Sheena said. "With this, you will have completed your lessons on these matters. It’s worth more than I can explain."
"So no matter what, I’ve got to work for another evil man? Why is that? There was Ambrose Hightower, then Ron Quarters, then Jason Keaton. Didn’t I learn my lesson from them?" I could feel the frustration boiling inside me, like a volcano about to erupt. I looked at Sheena for answers, but she shook her head sadly in response. Sheena placed a hand gently on my shoulder and looked me in the eye. "Yes, you learned those lessons, Timothy Tibb. But this one is the most important." She removed her hand from my shoulder. "You must complete your time with Dagger. You have to be prepared."
My heart sank as her words sunk in; it felt unfair. It never seemed to get easier, no matter how many times I faced them. Each time, it got worse.
"So one more?" I asked.
"Yes, Timothy. One more." Sheena was adamant.
We watched the distant storm, feeling only gentle breezes against our skin. Lightning lit up the sky, and thunder shook through our bodies. We were safe because we were far away from the violent storm. The wind whipped through the wheat nearby, making a rustling sound like a thousand crickets chirping in unison. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, enjoying the peaceful moment with Sheena, despite knowing what I had to go through. Even then, she still showed me comfort and guidance when I needed it most.
[image: image-placeholder]
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In the morning, I knew what I had to do. I would make a Deal with Dagger. I would fire Dennis if he cheated us again. And I would return Dale's energy if he would not quit attacking. I felt good with my resolutions. I called Dagger.  
"Hi, Dagger. It’s Tim."
"Hi Timmy."
"I called to discuss your offer. I have a few requirements if I’m going to manage your business."
"You either take the state, or you’re fired."
"That’s not what I was thinking. First, I want seven percent," I said. There was a brief pause.
"Okay. Seven percent. Done," Dagger said.
"Another thing, I can’t have you screaming at the managers. It kills their motivation and our sales, so don’t call them."
"It’s my company. Those are my managers. I’ll call them whenever I want to."
"Okay, no deal then," I said. Again, phone silence for a few seconds.
"Okay, done. I won’t call the managers."
"I want to bring back good people you have banned or fired. Also, you must agree never to fire anyone without my permission."
"I'll decide who works here," Dagger said.
"I get to choose who returns and who gets fired, or no deal," I said. Again, radio silence.
"Okay, done. What else do you need?" Dagger asked.
I paused to think. I didn’t believe Dagger would stick to this deal, but I had to deal with Dagger now or an unknown evil man later.
"That’s it. Done deal," I said.
"Be at my house tonight. We’ll prepare for your takeover." Dagger hung up the phone.
Later that evening, the air was cool and still as I approached Dagger’s house. A sense of trepidation hung over me, but I continued toward the entrance, anyway. Rita opened the door and welcomed me inside to the smell of freshly baked cookies from the kitchen, the crackling of logs in the fire, and the slightly musty yet welcoming scent of an old home.
Without Harley as a buffer, I had strong reservations about meeting Dagger. Rita instructed me to meet him in his basement lounge, where I was greeted with light: soft glowing sconces along the walls, a fireplace with a fire blazing merrily, and Dagger himself with a gentle smile on his face.
"Hey there, I’m here," I said.
"Timmy, let’s have a drink." Dagger’s hand gracefully grabbed the bottle from an ornately framed shelf. He filled up a crystal clear shot glass and swiftly moved it in front of me, the faint reflection of firelight dancing off the surface. The bottle thumps against the wooden surface of the bar as Dagger set it down.
"Dagger, please quit calling me Timmy. I’ve told you this before. I don’t like that name. call me Tim." Dagger took a shot, set it down, and grinned at me.
"Where do you plan to do your closeouts now? What about a district manager?" Dagger asked. He ignored my request.
"Well, I’ll make Kermit a district manager. My living room will be my office. My district managers will meet me there. That’ll give me more time with my family."
"That’s fine. I work out of my house, too. Another thing, you’ll hire Sammie to be your admin assistant." Dagger’s eyes crinkled in the corners and his lips curled up into a wide, beaming smile. His teeth glowed in the firelight, like they were gold. He seemed to be amused by something. Clearly, that was a power play. Sammie was his soon-to-be mother-in-law. He likely trusted her to be an inside agent watching what I did. Since I had nothing to hide, I didn’t mind, except that Sammie was always cranky. But I let him have that win.
"Sure, Dagger. I’d be happy to hire her. On Mondays, she could come to my house for closeouts," I said.
"Good." Dagger crossed his arms and leaned against the back of the bar. His eyes had a mischievous glint.
"Now, tell me about the inventory. What do you plan to do with it?" Dagger asked.
I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the bar and clasping my hands together. I was glad we changed the topic. "I plan to place inventory in anticipation of its predicted sales for the next two weeks. That way, I won’t worry about running short."
Dagger nodded. "Sounds like you have everything in hand, Timmy. Good job! Any other questions?"
I shook my head and stood from the bar. "I believe that covers it for now. I’ll let you know if anything else comes up."
We played three games of pool, had a few shots, then I went home. It surprised me how well that meeting went. Dagger was nice to me. I would check the weather. Maybe Hell had frozen over.
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A two-and-a-half-hour drive took me to Toledo, Ohio, at the western tip of Lake Erie. The sky was ablaze with color when the city came into view. Small towns, farmers’ fields, and suburban sprawl dotted the landscape.  
A ribbon of traffic stopped at a drawbridge over the Maumee river while big boats crossed. Soon enough, the traffic moved again. My view of the city changed as I crossed the river. The sun was casting a pink and orange glow over everything. The view captivated me as I drove on. Eventually, I reached a small park tucked between tall buildings. Getting out of my car, I walked to a bench overlooking the river’s edge.
As the sun finished setting, I sat and watched the city lights come on one by one. The river was still and peaceful, reflecting the city like a mirror. For quite some time, I stared at the scenery, which was breathtaking. Then I headed to the Toledo office for my first visit since becoming the state’s manager.
The manager, Kim, was someone that Harley had recruited. He had sent her to my office in Whitehall for training several months earlier. Driving up to the small strip of storefronts, I walked in the front door. A big smile spread across Kim’s face as she stood behind her desk.
Despite Kim being barely out of her twenties, her skin had a leathery look from years of smoking. Her hands were never without a cigarette, one always smoldering between her fingers. Her eyes were lined with wrinkles from squinting through smoke and lips stained yellow from nicotine.
"Hi Kim, how are you doing?"
"Hi Tim. What are you doing here?"
"I’m your new manager. Actually, I’m the manager of the entire state now."
"What happened to Harley?" Kim looked concerned as she pushed her cigarette into the ashtray.
"I don’t know. He’s gone is all I know."
"Gone? Gone like how?" Kim put her hands on her hips. A pair of leather biker boots and light blue jeans stressed her thin figure. Her look was scrappy, as if she could handle herself if they threw her into a fight.
"I don’t know. I asked Dagger the same question. He didn’t respond to me. Dagger claims he stole a quarter million dollars and ran off." I scratched my head.
"How could he steal a quarter million dollars?"
"Hey, that is exactly what I said. I sure hope Harley is okay."
"I’ll miss Harley, but I enjoy working for you too." Kim retrieved a cigarette from her shirt pocket, where she had a hard pack.
"I’m here to check your numbers and inventory. Come to the back room." Taking a step, I nodded to Kim. She followed. Once we had privacy, I turned to her.
"Has Dagger been calling you?"
"Now and then. Mostly, he has something to scream about."
"Well, as part of our agreement, he can’t contact the managers anymore." I folded my arms as I leaned my back against the wall.
"He called before you got here, screaming about something stupid." Her voice was hard and flat.
"What about?" I squinted.
"I don’t know. I don’t listen to him. I wait for him to quit and hang up."
Kim took a puff of her cigarette and exhaled slowly.
"I appreciate your professionalism." I nodded. "I’ll stay on top of Dagger and make sure he doesn’t interfere with your work here." I put my hands on my hips. Kim smiled cautiously. I’m sure she didn’t believe I could handle Dagger. "Please let me know if he calls again. Keeping managers motivated without his input is hard enough."
"Sure," Kim said.
"How’s your sister doing?" I asked.
"She’s fine, I think. Why?"
"She and Dale got into a fight at my house. Scared my family pretty bad. I thought maybe she told you."
"Tammy wouldn’t fight with someone like that. He is an ass." She kicked the wall with the heel of her leather boots.
"I agree with you on that. Tammy is usually a pretty even-tempered person."
"Dale has a chip on his shoulder about her. He’s jealous of how popular she is."
"I can see that." We both stood for a minute in silence.
Kim asked, "So what’s happening with Harley?"
"I don’t know. I last saw him a few days before Dagger said he was gone. As Harley packed a duffle bag, he told me someone had put a hit on him. Hopefully, he’s hidden and Okay. No word from him since even though he promised to call me."
"A man was here before you, Tony. He was the manager of the Whitehall office. In Dagger’s eyes, he was the king of all reason and happiness. But then they fired him and he disappeared. I asked Dagger where he was. He said he had gone where people who disappoint him go." I shook my head.
"Is he stacking bodies somewhere?" Kim inhaled a smoke.
"I don’t know. I’m pretty sure these guys had ties with organized crime before we got here."
"Hmm," Kim said. She rubbed her chin and squinted.
"All right, I’m off to the next office. There are lots of people up north I haven’t met yet. Don’t spill the beans that I’m headed their way, okay?" I asked.
"I won’t," she said. I knew better than that.




Chapter 64

After saying goodbye, I took off for the Cleveland office, which was next to Big Tony’s Pizza.  
Harley told me Big Tony was a drop off for numbers, an organized crime enterprise. In northern Ohio, organized crime was a serious problem. According to Harley, if they placed offices next to mafia fronts, we wouldn’t have a problem with burglary. He’d been right so far. I had asked Harley how he knew where the drop offs were. It’s best he didn’t tell me that, he said.
Because of the late hour, I slept at a truck stop. Even in the dead of night, the truckers packed the parking lot with 18-wheelers. The light from their headlights and taillights illuminated the air, creating a colorful, almost dreamlike atmosphere. I parked my car in the corner of a truck stop parking lot that was mostly empty. I felt the chill as darkness crept in.
The warm aroma of diesel fuel mingled with the scent of cooked food from the diner. The hum of trucks passing by and the occasional honk of horns filled the night air. Distant chatter and laughter from those inside the truck stop drifted through the open windows.
Although I had never visited that Cleveland office, I knew the manager, Joshua. I had trained and recruited him, and he was doing well.
In the morning, when I arrived, Joshua had his eyes closed and his feet on the desk. Since it was afternoon, I allowed siestas.
I sat in the guest chair and waited for him to wake up. After a few minutes, he stirred and opened his eyes. "Hey Tim, what brings you by?" He rubbed his eyes.
"Just in the neighborhood and thought I’d say hi. How’s everything going?" I asked.
"Things are good. We’re keeping busy and making our numbers," he replied.
"Well, I’m your new manager. Kim probably told you, right?" I grinned as I shook his hand.
"Yeah," he said.
"Managers talk. How are things going here?"
"Sales are good. You want to see the spreadsheets?"
"Yes, and I should also check the inventory. Oh, by the way, has Dagger called here today or yesterday?"
"Yesterday, screaming about my low numbers." He shook his head.
"Part of my deal for running Ohio is that he won’t call the managers anymore." I picked up his clipboard. "Your numbers are very good. Dagger should have given you praise," I said. Joshua’s face lit up, and he smiled.
"Oh, our neighbor is upset." Joshua said.
"Big Tony? Why is that?" My heart pounded at the thought of the local crime lord angry with us.




Chapter 65

"Well, Bob was playing poker with his son and I’m not sure what happened, but they had some sort of scrap."  
"Do you know Tony’s son’s name?"
"I think it’s Lorenzo."
"Okay. I’ll go talk to Tony and be back to do inventory."
I went next door to the pizza shop. Big Tony’s Pizza was painted across the enormous plate-glass window. The place looked open, but no one was around. I walked inside to the black-and-white tiled checkered floor. The place was dingy, but it had a wonderful smell. The walls were red brick, with black and yellow panels that had cooking instructions for pizzas in them. I rang the bell on the counter. A lady came out that had dark, almost black, glossy hair that was pulled back into a tight bun. Her eyebrows were thick and perfectly in line with one another. Her eyes were a deep, dark brown that seemed to peer into your soul. Her skin was olive toned and her lips were a deep red, like the perfect cherry.
"Welcome to Tony’s. What can I get for you?" she asked me.
"Uh, I’ll have a large pepperoni pizza."
"That will be $9.99," she said. "How would you like to pay?"
"I have cash," I said.
She got my pizza from the back and put it in a box on the counter. She slid it across to me.
"Here you go," she said.
"Hey, I’m your neighbor next door. Is Tony available?" I asked. Following a moment’s stare, she walked through the swinging doors. Within a minute. A large man came out with dark hair, bushy dark eyebrows, and an enormous belly with a pizza sauce stained white apron. I hoped it was pizza sauce.
"What can I help you with?" His eyes were hard, and his voice had an air of gruffness to it. He didn’t look like a mobster. He looked like someone who worked hard making pizzas.
"I’m your neighbor next door. I only wanted to introduce myself and see if you’re available for a quick chat," I said.
He looked me up and down, his eyes narrowed. "What do you want to talk about?"
I shrugged. "Just getting to know you. I’m new to the neighborhood and thought it would be nice to meet my neighbors."
He grunted and crossed his arms over his chest. "I’m not interested."
"All right, I understand. Maybe another time," I said with a smile before turning to leave.
"Wait." He called after me.
I turned back to him. "Yes?"
"Come inside for a minute," he said gruffly.
I hesitated, but then followed him inside the pizzeria. Taking me to a small back office, he gestured for me to sit down.
"So, what do you want to know?" He asked as he sat down behind the desk.
"Just tell me about yourself and your pizzeria," I said.
He leaned back in his chair and talked. "I’ve been in this business for 20 years. I started out as a delivery boy and worked my way up. I bought this place ten years ago, and it’s been doing well ever since."
He told me about how he makes pizzas, using only the freshest ingredients. He told me about his family and how they all help at the pizzeria. He even told me a few jokes.
"Tony, you seem like a great neighbor. I wouldn’t want to ruin that. My manager next door, Joshua, told me that there was a problem with one of our salespeople and your son." I leaned forward in my chair.
"Yes. Your man cheated my son." He crossed his arms and looked at me.
"I’m sorry that happened. Are there any solutions I can offer?"
"Nothing you can do," he said. He said nothing more for a minute. Suddenly, he smiled and stuck out his hand. "It’s nice to meet an honorable man."
"Yes, sir. Thank you." I shook his hand.
"Don’t worry about it. Kids will be kids," he said.
As the words sunk in, the air shifted. I would have laughed, but Tony’s face wasn’t playing games; it was serious.
"All right, thank you. You’re Tony right?"
"Yes, I’m Tony."
"All right, if there’s any other problems, you can call me. I have a cell phone. You get me pretty much anytime." I said.
"No, no, no, that’s unnecessary." Waving his hand in the air, he returned to the kitchen. I followed and picked up my pizza and, with a last smile toward Tony, I returned to our office. 




Chapter 66

On Monday, it was time to close out the previous week. The living room had a table, two office chairs, and a calculator. I opened my door when Sammie knocked at six o’clock.  
Sammie stood in the doorway, her hand poised to knock again. Her coat draped her frame, her smoking habit visible on her fingers. Her hair was growing out of its tight curl, coming to rest just past her shoulders. She stood tall with determination despite her heavy eyes.
"Hi Sammie, nice to see you. Come in," I said.
She exhaled after pulling out a smoke from her mouth. "Hello," she said with great strain. The scent of cigarette smoke wafted from Sammie’s coat as she took a step into the entryway. Her body carried a slight odor of sweat, with a hint of sweet perfume below it. She spoke with a slow cadence, as if weighed down by the week’s events.
"You can’t smoke inside the house, Sammie, but you can go outside as often as you want," I said.
Nodding, she threw her cigarette on the porch, stamped it out, then walked inside. I looked at the cigarette butt and shook my head, picked it up and threw it away.
"So, what should I do?" Sammie asked.
"Please add up all the numbers on the yellow sheets," I said.
"Will do." Sammie groaned and sat at the table. Obviously, she was not excited about this job.
"Sammie, did Dagger force you to come work for me?"
"Not really." Sammie leaned back in her chair and sighed. "The fact that he lends me money makes me feel obligated to work for him. He wanted me to do this."
"All right, well, I hope it isn’t too miserable for you."
"I think it’s a lot of duplicate work. I should do something else." Sammie suggested.
"You got any ideas?"
"Well, I can call the offices with empty phones and see what they’re doing to recruit," Sammie said.
Everyone who followed my system had plenty of recruits, so I frowned. They weren’t following my system if their phones were empty. "Okay, that makes sense. You can add up the numbers while doing that," I suggested.
As Sammie called our sales offices and added up numbers, I worked on paperwork. Despite not talking, the silence was comfortable. I heard a knock at the door. It was Kermit.
"Hello, Sammie. I didn’t expect to see you here," he said.
"Yes, I’m your new supervisor," Sammie said.
"No, you’re not, Sammie," I said. Kermit looked at me, confused.
"I was just kidding." Sammie looked from me to Kermit. She continued to work on the columns, despite her eyes darting back and forth.
"Hey Kermit, did you get closeouts for all seven offices?" I asked.
"Sure did, buddy. Got them all right here." Kermit waved his briefcase toward me. I took it from his hand and laid it on the table.
"Kermit, you want something to drink while we’re working on your papers?"
"I’d take a beer."
"Grab one out of the fridge," I said. With his stack of papers in hand, I sat down. Sammie handed me her additions as she finished them. After double checking everything, I handed Sammie five of Kermit’s. Within an hour, we had Kermit checked out of all his paperwork.
"Everything is fine, Kermit. Of course, I knew it would be. You’re always reliable," I said.
"Thanks, Chief. I’m going to head home now. Okay?" Kermit said.
"Sure Kermit. Hey, have you had any problems with Dennis this week?"
"Well, he has an attitude. But nothing was wrong with his numbers. Something is strange about that guy." Kermit frowned as he put his hand on his chin and spoke to me in a serious tone of voice.
"You have good instincts, Kermit. He was selling coupons out of our office to promote a pizza shop he owns. I put a stop to that. Keep an eye out for it. He’s pretty tricky about it."
"Sure will, Chief. I’ll see you later." Kermit gave me a thumbs up and left.
"Sammie, we’re almost done. Are you ready to take a break?"
"I’d like to go to my car." Sammie got up and walked out. I continued working with the papers. Twenty minutes later, she returned.
"Okay, I’m back. Do you need me to finish anything else?" It smelled like alcohol when Sammie spoke. It was obvious that she was drunk and had smoked a cigarette in the car. She didn’t care how she appeared to me.
"Sure, Sammie. We should finish this so you can leave. I have to go see Dagger tomorrow," I said. As if reading my mind, Sammie rolled her eyes but said nothing. It was unlikely she’d be the dedicated spy Dagger wanted.
"I have to give him a full report, but I’m not looking forward to it," Sammie said. It surprised me she disclosed that. Maybe it was the bourbon talking. We worked in silence for the next thirty minutes. Despite her earlier attitude, she completed the task quickly and efficiently. Sammie surprised me with how well she did.
"Good job, Sammie. I’m impressed."
"Thanks. I like doing this kind of thing. It’s challenging."
"I’m glad to hear it. Maybe there’s hope for you yet."
"Thanks," Sammie said in a flippant tone. She smiled mischievously and winked. I got the message loud and clear: This woman was no one’s pawn.




Chapter 67

Next morning at 10:00 AM I arrived at Dagger’s house with the closeout for the entire state. He let me in after he opened the door. Instead of taking me down to the dungeon, he led me upstairs to his office. Dagger opened the heavy wooden door, gesturing inside with a wave of his hand. He then led me up a set of stone stairs to a room illuminated by the sun flooding in from tall, narrow windows. On one side of the room was a large oak desk, on the other, several shelves filled with books. A tapestry hung on the wall, depicting a fierce battle between two armies. It was clear this was Dagger’s office, and I could feel my heart racing as I entered. I arranged all of my papers on a desk and began giving him reviews.  
"Dagger, I wish I could use a computer. My reports would be more accurate and quicker," I said.
Dagger replied, "I don’t care if it saves you time. No computers."
"It would be more convenient for you. Spreadsheets printed on wide carriage paper would give you the full picture much faster."
"No. I can see numbers in a ledger. That’s what we’ve used for centuries, and it works fine. Besides, if I let you have computers, who knows what else you’d want? Next thing you know, you’d be asking for a raise."
"Dagger, I don’t think--"
He cut me off. "This discussion is over. We won’t be using computers. Now, let’s get down to business."
I sighed and began going over the reports with Dagger. It would be a long day. I needed computers, but I gave them up as a token of good faith. For now. I satisfied Dagger with the paperwork, so he invited me down to play pool in the dungeon. As we played a few games and drank a few shots, it surprised me again to find him friendly. After a couple of hours, I told him I had to leave. Even though it wasn’t what I expected, I was happy with the outcome.
Dagger said goodbye, and I walked out of his home feeling relieved. I still had a long drive home, but the sun was just beginning to set and the sky was painted with bright oranges and pinks. A cool breeze hit my face as I drove away from Dagger’s house, making me feel content.
When I got home, I sat in my living room I had commandeered for my office. I needed a district manager in northern Ohio. But which manager should I approach for the position?
An icy breeze ruffled the hair of my arms and made me shiver, as if a thousand ants were marching on my shoulders. A faint haze covered the corner floor lamp. Its dull yellow light flickered in the darkness. A heavy weight pressed down on my temples, yet nothing gave it any substance. The taste of fear was overwhelming, both bitter and sour. I tried to swallow it down, but it stuck in my throat and on my tongue. Then all went quiet except for my breath and heartbeat. 
It’s nothing. I thought. Just my imagination.
Then, I felt a sinister energy come near and my eyes shot open. Dale was attacking, and with a deep breath, I called upon the violet egg. I felt the force of Dale’s attack slam into me, pushing against the egg’s protective power, but it held strong and I was unharmed. Sheena was right; Dale’s dark energy was more powerful than ever before. Gritting my teeth, for the first time, I sent the force of his attack back to him. Because I was careful not to overextend myself, I only returned a fraction of Dale’s power, but it was enough to send him reeling. He didn’t expect that I could use the energy of his attack against him, and he was stunned. I focused more intensely on the attacking energy. As time slowed and seconds passed like minutes, the room blurred around me.
Dale lunged forward with a renewed fury, the full force of his powers like an unstoppable tsunami crashing against me. That time, I returned a larger portion of his power. I concentrated on the violet egg, my knuckles turning white as Dale’s attack ricocheted back toward him. Struggling to maintain control, I closed my eyes and forced myself not to picture the icy rage across his face.
He attacked yet again, and I decided to give all of his power back to him. My arms shook from being raised so long, but I held the violet egg aloft with unfaltering resolve and pushed Dale’s assault away from me. His evil bounced back towards him. I opened my eyes to see his face, twisted in maniacal anger as he dissolved into a dark pool that seeped into the floor.
The energy of Dale’s attack hovered in the air and a moment later, I felt his power dissipate and he withdrew. I had held my own against Dale, but it had taken all my strength. I collapsed onto the floor, exhausted from the fight. I was proud of myself for being able to hold off Dale’s attack and even turn it against him in order to protect myself from harm. But, I was worried. I sat for half an hour contemplating what damage would come from my actions.




Chapter 68

The next day, I visited the office in Youngstown, Ohio. It was an office that Harley had located. The man he put in charge was Ray Horsley. I had not met him before. Harley had not sent him to me for training. I wasn’t sure why. As I approached the office, I saw the door next to us was open, so I looked inside. The main room was empty except for TVs hanging from the ceiling.  That’s odd, I thought. I opened our door and walked in. 
"Hey, I’m Tim. Are you Ray?" I asked.
Ray stood at a moderate height, a thin man with gray hair combed neatly back. He wore a crisp gray suit and had a warm smile on his face as he extended his hand to shake mine. His eyes made me feel comfortable and welcomed.
"Yes, I'm Ray, pleasure to meet you." He was well-mannered in his speech.
"Great to meet you, Ray. I know we talked on the phone several times, but it’s nice to see your face. Your numbers are doing real good here for only four phones. Hey, what’s this business next to us?" I asked.
Ray chuckled and smiled. "It’s a numbers racket. Couriers drop off bets there."
"Oh, like the big Tony’s pizza next to our Cleveland office, right?"
"You got it." Ray winked.
"I should go introduce myself," I said.
"No, don’t do that. Leave them be," Ray said.
"Ray, I believe in being a good neighbor. I’ll be right back." Ray looked worried as I left. I wandered in and found a man sitting in the back room. Leaning back in his chair, he asked me, "Can I help you?".
When I reached the doorway, I stopped and said, "I’m your neighbor next door here. I’m Ray Horsley’s new district manager. I want to make sure we’re good neighbors."
The man stood and smiled to shake my hand. "So far, you’ve been great neighbors. You keep to yourself and are quiet."
"Well, I’m glad to hear that. If anything happens, let me know and I’ll take care of it. What kind of business do you run here?" I asked.
"Well, we’re a betting service. Our clients pay us to advise them on what games to bet on. We take no money for betting. We only charge a fee for our advice," he said.
He had the demeanor of a mafia man, and I could tell he was in charge. He gestured for me to sit in the chair across from him. His name was Johnny. I told him I was Tim. The room was lit by a single yellow bulb that gave everything in the room an eerie glow. Papers were strewn everywhere, with bets on various sports games scribbled across them. They filled the walls with old posters advocating various betting strategies and odds that had worked out well over time. There were a few safes tucked away in the room’s corner.
I realized why Ray hadn’t wanted me coming here - this man was clearly running an illegal betting operation, and it was likely deep into organized crime circles. But despite what must have been his questionable business practices, there seemed to be a level of respect between us as we talked about our businesses and agreed to keep each other informed if anything should arise that affected either of us negatively.
My eyes scanned the TVs as I nodded. "That’s a great business model. Low overhead. It’s nice to meet a smart man. I’ll talk to you later." I nodded at him and returned to Ray’s office. Ray stood quickly.
"Is everything okay?" Ray asked. I could tell he was worried.
"Sure, why wouldn’t they be?" I said.
"Tim, you don’t understand. Johnny’s word is law in Youngstown. Everyone knows if you want to get ahead here, then you best be on good terms with Johnny or else face serious consequences. They might not consider his methods legal, but they get results and people respect him."
I nodded, understanding the situation. "Don’t worry, I think we’re going to be all right."
Ray smiled and relaxed his shoulders. "Good. That’s a relief."
"Ray, have you had calls from Dagger lately?" I asked.
"Yes, yesterday."
"Was he nice?"
"I don’t know. As soon as I hear him raise his voice, I hang up."
"Did he call you back?"
"No, Margie works in my office. He won’t mess with us."
I frowned and looked at Margie. "Why?" I asked.
"Maybe I’ll tell you some day." He nodded at Margie. She shook her head. I decided I didn’t want to know anymore.
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Since I was sleepy and didn’t think it was safe to drive, I stayed in a Youngstown motel. After calling Candy and letting her know where I was, I showered and went to sleep. I didn’t like nightlights, and the streetlights outside were out.  
I worried about Dale attacking my family while I was away, so each night I would raise the violet egg around them. I would concentrate on it until I fell asleep. It was exhausting to do that every night. I longed for Dale’s attacks to end and become friendly with him. At least have peace. 
As I lay there, I heard tapping on the window. At first I thought maybe it was Dale, but I didn’t feel his energy. The tapping continued. Tap tap tap tap. I rose out of bed. While crossing the dark room, I wanted to avoid hitting tables or creatures. I remembered the monster who had chased me onto the highway months earlier. Another might appear.
Pulling the curtain aside, I saw nobody out there. When I let the curtain close, I heard tapping again on the window. I opened the curtain. The tapping stopped. While I stood watching, the sound didn’t return. After closing the curtain, I went back to bed, but the tapping started again.
I went to the door. With a trembling hand, I grabbed the doorknob. The tapping at once ceased. Steeling my nerves, I flung the door open and stepped out into the moonlight. But there was nothing there—not a soul in sight.
I suspected that this was a new type of manifestation from Dale. With no plausible explanation, I retraced my steps back inside, shut the door, and sat on my bed.
My heart raced as the tapping on the window restarted, piercing the silence of the night like a howling banshee. I flicked on the light, half expecting a horrific beast, but to my relief saw nothing out of the ordinary. As soon as my hand touched the window, though, the tapping stopped, and I could feel an eerie presence emanating from it like a shock wave. A chill ran down my spine as I realized something was lurking outside, unseen and unfathomable.
My heart pounded in my chest from a fear I’d never known before. I was certain this was more than Dale’s doing - something dark and sinister had infiltrated my room. After stepping away from the window, the tapping began again. My courage bolstered only by fear, I opened the door, peering into the darkness. A tiny figure stood near my window, short and fat, wearing what seemed to be a yellow raincoat with a hood. There were no visible facial features except for two gaping black holes where eyes should be - an image so eerily similar to the creatures that hunt in my alternate reality that I shuddered. As soon as I set eyes on it, the tapping stopped.
The figure vanished into the night air and reappeared a few feet away. As I watched in horror, it stalked toward me with steps purposeful. I tried to back away, feeling the coldness of the motel wall against my skin, but the figure kept advancing. Its movements were slow and calculated, the sound of its feet crushing the gravel like a death knell. Within moments, I was encircled by its deathly presence, an eerie and oppressive stillness filling the air between us. Then, I heard it: a hollow tapping at the motel window. I saw the figure abruptly turn and stalk back to the window, and the tapping ceased when it got there. My heart raced, and a chill ran down my spine.
I went inside and slammed the door shut behind me, heart pounding in my chest, barely out of reach of the menacing figure. I decided to leave. I got dressed and packed my bag. My feet were heavy as I ran to my car, each step sending waves of fear through my body. I drove as fast as I could, desperate to reach safety and put an end to this nightmarish ordeal. But no matter how far away I went, I felt like that creature was somewhere close, lurking, waiting for the chance to pounce again.




Chapter 70

Next Tuesday was time to meet Dagger at his house for closeouts. As I pulled down his driveway, I saw Dale’s car parked near the ravine. Oh great, I had to deal with Dale. Upon knocking, Rita let me in.  
"The boys are upstairs in the office," she said.
"Thank you, Rita." I smiled at her.
I walked across the living room and upstairs. Dager was sitting behind his big Denver desk. Dale was slumped over in a chair, a shadow of his usual self. He had dark circles under his eyes, and his skin was paler than usual. His posture was slumped, as if someone had drained him of energy. His expression was one of exhaustion, and his eyes lacked their usual spark. The sight shocked me and I felt dread when I saw him. I’d never seen Dale look anything other than cocky and sure of himself. Now he looked tired and sad.
"What’s going on?" I asked. I laid my briefcase on to the table, then sat on the chair next to Dale. "Dale, are you okay? You look like you’re ill?" I asked.
"I haven’t felt well of late. It seems I’ve caught a bug. My body feels very weak," Dale said. Something was wrong. Besides never admitting to being weak, he never missed a chance to insult me. I worried that the energy I sent back made him sick. But now that he no longer seemed antagonistic, perhaps he’d make peace with me.
"It’s the same thing I was saying, Dale. You need to see a doctor," Dagger said.
"I might go. I’ll think about it," Dale said. He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes.
"Dale, you got all that great, free healthcare from the veterans’ hospital. You should go get checked out. It won’t cost you any money," Dagger said.
"I didn’t know you’re a veteran, Dale," I said.
"Yeah, he was Air Force. It’s not as good as the Marines, but it’s still military. Sort of," Dagger said. He laughed.
"Dagger, I didn’t get paid last week, so you need to pay me for the last two weeks," I said.
"You’ll get paid once a month," Dagger said.
"You’ve never told me that before. We pay other managers in the company every week. Why the wait?" I asked.
"That’s my policy." Dagger’s face turned to a scowl, his lips twisted in firm disapproval. His eyes became focused and intense, his brows furrowed and his mouth set in a grim line. His response was direct and uncompromising, leaving no room for negotiation. With a resigned sigh, I accepted I must wait for the next month’s payment. I bit my tongue and dropped the topic.
I finished my paperwork with Dagger and left. As I got into my car, I thought about Dagger and Dale. I hoped Dale would be okay. Even though he was a tough guy, he could get sick. I also knew that he had a lot of pride. He wouldn’t want to be hospitalized.
Dale’s situation puzzled me on the way home. Maybe I made a mistake by sending his energy back. I didn’t want to cause his death, but he hadn’t attacked me in more than a week, which was nice. All except the tapping on the window. I was uncertain if that was Dale.
After a long day, I returned to my house. I had been so absorbed in my job and Dale’s situation I hadn’t even noticed how late it was. My family and I gathered around our kitchen table for dinner and talked about our days.




Chapter 71

On Wednesday, I drove to Clifton to check on Dennis. I chose that city as it was the furthest south from my home. Salespeople would not expect that to be my first stop on my daily tour. As I pulled onto the familiar street, I took a deep breath and sucked in my Chi energy.  
When I entered the office, I was relieved that no one seemed to recognize me. Everyone was doing their job. I noticed they were selling coupons again, a sign that things hadn’t changed.
My stomach tightened. I had been expecting this, but it still hurt. Dennis wouldn’t change, so I had to make a change. I shook my head and walked out of the office. I went to a cafe and sat. This wasn’t an ordinary firing. When I fire someone, it’s usually because they haven’t been performing up to expectations or something else has come up. But this manager was a murderer. It wasn’t clear what he would do when his employment ended.
I sat there for what felt like an eternity, wrestling with my conscience over whether I should fire him. He was stealing from the company. He deserved to be punished, but was firing him the best option? In the end, my conscience won out, and I decided he needed to go for everyone’s safety.
I took my time chewing my sandwich and thinking. Looking out the window at the sky.
I knew firing Dennis was the right decision. How should I handle it? Should I bring the police to help me? That would surely be on the police report and not look good for our business. If I strapped several weapons on me, it would scare away the other workers.
Having finished my sandwich, I sipped my coffee for an hour, contemplating my next move. Dennis needed to be removed from his position without causing too much disruption. That’s when it hit me - legal action? It didn’t seem like a great solution, but it was probably better than bringing in armed police officers or frightening my team into submission.
Just as I settled on this plan of action, it started raining outside - a heavy downpour that matched my mood perfectly. After one last sip of coffee, I realized it was time to act. I gathered myself and headed back to Dennis’ office. Whenever I had to replace a manager, it was best to wait until the shift was over so I could count the money and inventory. I decided in this case that a room full of witnesses would be prudent, even though none of the people I knew to be loyal remained in that office. I knew why. They didn’t want to be involved in the scam, or Dennis didn’t trust them to be part of his crime.
I should tell Dagger my plan. I went to my car, picked up the phone and called him.
"Hello?" Dagger answered.
"Hi Dagger, this is Tim. You need to know this," I said.
"What is it Timmy?"
"Dennis, our Clifton manager, is selling a product that isn’t ours and pocketing the profits. He did it before and I warned him strongly not to do it again. After walking in, I saw him still doing it, so I’m going to fire him."
"What happened when he saw you?" Dagger asked.
"Nobody saw me. But I verified that contraband was being sold. And then I left. I’m in my car right now. I ate lunch at a cafe while I pondered."
"What do you mean? They didn’t see you? How is that possible?"
"I keep my presence to a minimum. They don’t notice I’m there," I said.
"Is this voodoo?"
"No, voodoo isn’t real. I just blend in. Dagger, I don’t know how to explain it to you, but they didn’t notice me. Anyway, I’m going back to fire Dennis. Just letting you know. I got someone to replace him. In the meantime, I’ll watch the shop until Kermit arrives, and tomorrow we’ll have a new manager."
"Well, you should have him arrested."
"You want to do that? You don’t normally like to get the government involved."
"It’ll send everyone a message." 
"I like the idea of legal action. I’ll use that as a threat if he does not cooperate. It’ll give me some leverage."
"Well, the numbers better not go down," Dagger said.
"They won’t. Talk to you later." I hung up. My next call was to Kermit.




Chapter 72


"Hey Kermit, I need you to get down here to Cincinnati, the Clifton office. I need to fire the manager and you’ll run the office until I get someone in here to replace him. Should be tomorrow," I said.
"Really? What did he do?" Kermit asked.
"Do you remember your instinct that something wasn’t right with him? And I told you I caught him selling pizza coupons? Well, I caught him again. So two strikes you’re out. Please come down soon. I'm going to fire him now," I said.
"Right Chief. I’m on the way." I hung up the phone.
Returning to the office, I sucked in my energy and walked in. Taking a seat near Dennis’s desk, I waited. During every sale, the salespeople sold coupons. Dennis emerged from the inventory room, and he sat at his desk.
"Hey Dennis, sold three coupons with this one," John, one of our new salespeople, said.
"Yes, good job," Dennis said. He nodded in approval.
I released my energy. In an instant, Dennis pushed his chair back after noticing me. His mouth flew open as his eyes widened.
"Where the hell did you come from?" Dennis asked.
"I’ve been sitting here watching your guys sell pizza coupons," I said.
"I didn’t see you."
"Does it really matter? Again, you’re selling coupons. Dennis, I’m ending your employment. Let’s count the inventory," I said.
Dennis stood like a raging bull, with his veins bulging from his neck and temples pulsing with rage. He clenched his fists to the point of trembling as he glared at me with venomous, smoldering eyes. The salespeople all froze in terror, hanging up their phones. My face was a mask of grim determination, my eyes like icy daggers as I waited for any sudden movements or signs of danger. I was ready for a fight if it came down to it.
"Dennis, will you cooperate, or will I have to call the police?" I asked.
Dennis’s face and fists relaxed. He shook his head. "Fine. This job sucks anyway." He hurled a coffee mug at the wall, breaking it. The sound echoed through the room.
"Dennis," I shouted. "That’s enough." He glared at me. "Everyone, I’m closing this office early. I’ll pay you if you if you stay. After that, we’ll decide whether to keep you on. Before we close out, I want to talk with each of you individually." Dennis stood back, and I walked behind his desk to gather the closeout documents. I looked at the faces of my employees, some scared, others expectant. How many will remain when we reopen?
"Dennis, would you like to count inventory with me, or will you trust my count?" I asked.
"I don’t trust you," he said.
"Fine, follow me." We counted the inventory, and then I grabbed the clipboards with the driver’s inventory. During my inventory count, drivers called in. I told them we were closing out early and to return to the office. By the time Kermit arrived, the drivers had returned.
"Hi Kermit. I finished doing the inventory." I stepped forward and thanked Kermit for coming so quickly in an emergency.
"Dennis, it appears you sold $1,000 worth of illegal coupons."
"Oh, my gosh. That’s a lot of cheese." Kermit said.
"Yes, cheese indeed. Pizza cheese," I said. "Dennis, I assume you’ve been stealing $1,000 a day from the company. I believe this has been going on for at least 60 days. That’s $60,000 you stole. Consider yourself paid and consider yourself in debt. An attorney will write a promissory note and we will enforce it. Also, I’m putting a lien on your pizzeria shop. I want you to sign this note acknowledging your debt." I sat to write the note.
"You can’t prove shit." Dennis said.
"If you don’t cooperate, I’ll call the police and they will arrest you for grand theft. Several people will testify. That’s better than jail time." My eyes scanned the room. Everyone was sitting stone still. "Now, Dennis, sign the note." I pushed the paper and pen to him.
Following a moment of thought, Dennis signed the note. "You’re a real asshole, you know that," he said as he slid the paper back to me. After stomping out of the room, he slammed the door behind him.
I told all the employees about the situation and warned them about any similar behavior from now on.
Now that this situation was taken care of, I could focus on training a proper replacement for Dennis’ position so our office could continue operating smoothly. With Kermit manning things until then, I knew everything would work out fine.




Chapter 73

It was Tuesday, and I was at Dagger’s house for closeouts.  
I clenched my fists, glaring into Dagger’s eyes. "You promised me you wouldn’t call the managers and scream at them. It demotivates everyone," I said.
"It’s my business. I can do whatever I want." Dagger leaned back in his spring-loaded chair with a sneer on his face.
"But we had an agreement. I offered to manage the state if you promised not to call the managers and disrupt their morale."
"What can you do about it? Quit? If you do, I won’t pay you for the last two weeks." He uttered his words with a cruel smile, thinking he had the upper hand.
"I can handle being without two weeks’ pay, no sweat. So if you keep calling my managers, I’m out of here." I slammed my fists on the desk to emphasize my point. "Sales have increased since I took over. It could be better if you kept your word. Honor your promise and I will keep making money for you." My voice was steady and unwavering, showing him I was serious about this.
He leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. "I’ll think about it." Dagger’s gaze shifted to Dale, who was sitting hunched over in a chair, his arms and legs trembling as he attempted to rise. His pale skin glistened with sweat, and his eyes darted around the room wildly. He looked exhausted and desperate.
I imagined Dagger was considering who he might replace me with. Dale wasn’t one of them. He looked away, focusing on me again, and leaned forward in his chair. "Okay, Timmy, I promise not to scream at them. But I’m still going to call them."
"Are you sure that you understand what screaming is? You can be jovial one minute and a jerk the next," I said.
He smiled, ignoring my point. "Timmy, just go back to work." Dagger waved in my direction.
I glanced at Dale one more time, wishing him health. He stood. He could barely keep his balance as he strained against gravity. His lips were tinged blue and his skin had taken on a sickly pallor that made him look even worse than last week’s closeout.
Dale seemed to be in a trance-like state, not aware of what was going on around him. His eyes were closed, and he kept muttering incomprehensible words under his breath. He looked like he had been running on fumes for days; exhausted yet determined to remain standing.
I looked at Dagger and frowned. I moved my eyeballs toward Dale. Dagger shrugged his shoulders. I pursed my lips. Dagger got the hint.
"Dale, do you want a ride to the Veterans’ Hospital?" Dagger asked.
"I’ll be okay." Dale said. Dagger and I looked at each other and shook our heads. It was time for me to leave.
I didn’t know if I made a difference. As I walked out to my car, I wondered if Dagger understood what he was doing wrong or if he was only humoring me for now. Either way, I’d take his word for it until he reverted to his old bad habits of verbal abuse and manipulation.
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On my way home, I saw a convenience store in the distance, its bright lights beckoning me like a beacon in the night. Its windows were welcoming, filled with colorful advertisements and signs for different products. I walked into the shop, my eyes scanning for the newspapers. I saw them stacked neatly by the wall, the bold headlines catching my attention.  
The scent of freshly brewed coffee and warm pastries filled my nose as I reached for a newspaper and tucked it under my arm.
The store was alive with the cacophony of voices from customers and store employees exchanging greetings and discussing various items for sale. The sound of shuffling papers and the beeping of cash registers filled the air as I paid for my purchase.
As I stepped outside, the smell of wet earth lingered even after the rain had stopped. There were hints of greenery and grass, along with exhaust fumes from passing cars on the highway. I got in my car and as I drove home on the cloudy day with gray skies stretched from one horizon to the next. The sun was a faint glimmer of light in the distance, barely visible through the thick layers of clouds. Occasional gusts rustled through the trees and bushes alongside the road, their whispering sounds like a chorus that followed me home.
At home, I carefully spread the black and white newspaper out on the polished wooden dining table, the headlines filled with bold type and vivid illustrations of property for sale. I took a deep breath and scanned through the real estate listings until my eyes landed on one that appealed to me. As I made my call, my phone created a calm ringing noise that was soon followed by a muffled voice on the other end.
"This is Dudley Miller," the man answered.
"Hi this is Tim Drobnick calling about the house you have for sale on Weber Road."
"Yes, it’s $5,000 down, and we finance the rest on a land contract," he said.
"I thought land contracts were illegal?"
"Only if you ask a bank."
"I’d like to see the property. When can I meet you?"
"I can be at that address at 6:00 PM. Meet me there," he said. I agreed and hung up the phone. After spending the afternoon with the family, I drove to Weber Road.
There was peeling paint on the small Cape Cod house. The cramped and dated kitchen had a low ceiling. The unfinished attic had ample space. Its walls were bare, and the floors worn and dusty. It could be turned into a recreational loft if the kitchen ceiling was removed. It could be a cathedral-style vaulted ceiling with an open feeling. The walls were thick, and the wood creaked when stepped on. The scent of old wood filled my nostrils as I wandered the house. I could smell dusty paint and dampness from the walls.
Dudley walked in as I was looking at the kitchen sink pipes.
"Hi, I’m Tim."
"I’m Dudley. So what do you think?"?
"I like it. The foundation, water pipes, and furnace look good. I should get an inspection before I buy."
"It’s only $15,000. Are you sure you want to bother?" He looked at me.
"Yeah, you’re right. I’ll write you a check," I said. We signed the contract, and I got home and faxed it over to my attorney.
The next day, I hired an inspector. He went through the house looking for issues that could cause problems. The inspector reported back that while there were some minor repairs needed, they were mostly cosmetic. My instincts were right to buy the house.
That afternoon, I stopped in the Whitehall office. When I asked if anyone was interested in working on remodeling, I got one recruit. At West Broad, I did the same thing. It wouldn’t affect their hours in the telemarketing room, and they’d get paid weekly. As one of them had extensive remodeling experience, I put him in charge and told him to gather a list of supplies. We drove to the house together to inspect it.
"I’ll get your materials shipped to the house," I said. With that project started, I found another house. Having bought that one, I told my guys they could also work on it. Again, I went to Whitehall and West Broad offices to announce that I had extra work remodeling my houses. I got two more men.
Now I had five guys working for me, including the two painters. I told my employees to work in both houses. During the renovation of one house, another was being painted. They were excited to have steady work. They knew they could count on me to keep them busy.
My commissions for running Ohio would allow me to buy a new house every month with $5,000 down. To generate positive cash flow, I would rent out each property as they completed it.
To be viable, it would be necessary to find good, cheap properties. I knew what to look for. When I had time, I’d work on the properties myself. I was confident that this plan would work and would allow me to save the $50,000 I needed to start my carpet cleaning company.
I closed my eyes and imagined thirty carpet cleaning shops, all with the same logo proudly displayed on their doors, spread across five states. The logo was a bright and decorative symbol of success. I also imagined 150 vans decorated with the same logo, parked at houses with their vacuum hoses stretched inside the homes.
My imaginary world was filled with the sound of engines revving, rumbling and humming as the vans sped across the countryside. There were faint echoes of conversations between workers and the hum of machinery in the shops. I imagined the smooth vinyl of the vans’ seats beneath my fingertips, the coolness of steel-toed boots on tarmac driveways, and the texture of thick carpet beneath my feet as I entered a customer’s home.
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The two weeks passed, and I visited Dagger’s office on Tuesday for a close-out. Dale was there, standing in the office, his eyes focused on nothing in particular. He wore a worn, gray sweatshirt and ill-fitting jeans. He looked pale and lost in thought. His fingers played with the zipper of his blazer, and he set his mouth in a straight line. His posture was rigid and tense, as if ready to flee from any situation.  
"Hi Dale, you’re looking healthier," I said. I reached to shake his hand, but he ignored me.
"Hi Timmy," Dagger said.
"Dagger, would you kindly please quit calling me Timmy? call me Tim. It’s like some big joke with you. I don’t understand it."
"And a good day to you too, sir," Dagger said. I chuckled. He was trying to be funny.
"Don’t forget, it’s time to pay me, you said once a month. It’s been four weeks since I started," I said. Dagger stared at my papers, saying nothing. The room was quiet. I sat and waited for him to finish and to answer me.
"Numbers look good to me. You’re kicking Dale’s ass as usual," Dagger said. He looked at Dale. "Maybe Timmy should come over and teach you to run a state?"
Dale’s face went from pale to deep red, his cheeks flushed and his eyes narrowed, fixating on me. He clenched his jaw tight and the muscles of his face were rigid. His fists balled up tight, his knuckles turned white. He looked ready to burst from the sheer force of his anger and frustration.
"Dale, don’t look at me. Dagger said it," I said. "I need to go, Dagger. Can you please write a check for me? You owe me $19,234 for the last four weeks."
"I’m holding your first month’s pay as a bond. You know, in case you steal from me," Dagger said.
"What? You can’t change the rules whenever you want to."
"Sure I can. I can do what I want."
"People deserve decent treatment or there will be consequences."
"Are you going to do your voodoo on me?" Dagger asked. Dale’s eyes opened wide. He looked at Dagger and shook his head.
"What has Dale been telling you?" I asked.
"Oh, nothing." Dagger smiled and glanced at Dale. Dale looked away.
"I don’t believe in voodoo. I told you that. Tell me, what is this voodoo I do?"
"Well, Dale’s convinced your voodoo is making him sick. Managers have reported that you appear from nowhere in the middle of their room. Something’s going on."
"People make up stories, Dagger. I need my check."
Dagger stared at me, saying nothing.
I sighed. "Look, I don’t know what you guys are talking about. I have done nothing to make Dale sick, and I certainly don’t practice voodoo. But if you two believe I do, maybe you should be nicer to me. Write me a check so I can leave."
"I’m holding it as a bond."
"If you don’t give me my check, I’m quitting. I don’t care if you don’t pay me. I’ll move on to something else."
"Exactly what is it you think you’re going to do?" Dagger asked.
Dale was looking healthier, so I guessed Dagger would use him to run the state if I left. The last time he backed down because Dale was a limp, wet rag. As far as this game goes, I’ll let it play out.
"Ok, Dagger, I will consider my first month’s pay a bond, but from now on I want paid weekly. No more monthly pay checks. That said, if I don’t get a check next week, I’m gone."
"We’ll see how it goes," Dagger said.
"Well, if I don’t get paid, I’ll leave. That’s how it will go."
I left because I was sick of them. The sun was setting low in the sky by now, casting its orange hue onto everything in sight as it started sinking beneath the horizon line while birds sang their evening melodies welcoming twilight with open wings and joyous hearts - birds that were free to come and go as they pleased without having to worry about someone holding them prisoner through manipulative threats or unfair rules set by some power-hungry tyrant clinging onto whatever scraps of control they can find just because they can.
No matter what they say or think about me, they can never take away my power and strength to push forward and keep working hard toward my dreams and goals. 
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Something bad was coming, and it felt oppressive. Then Dale attacked me for the first time in three weeks after I went to bed. Earlier at Dagger’s house, he had looked healthy, and here he was, unleashing his dark energy onto me again. He must have recovered from the energy I returned to him.  
Terror surged through me as I felt an ominous presence looming. Dale had been uncharacteristically calm earlier tonight, but I knew something was coming - and it did. In a violent rush, Dale descended upon me with his malicious energy, ripping through the air and attacking my body. He unleashed a full-on assault of his dark energy on me, more powerful than ever before. I knew I had to defend myself, so I clenched my eyes shut and raised the violet egg and summoned every ounce of my strength to return his energy to him. A searing pain ripped through my body as if a lightning bolt had struck me. After ten minutes, the bombardment stopped, and I felt as I had broken into a thousand pieces.
Though I had taken the action to defend myself, I wasn’t sure if it had been the correct one. In a twisted way, Dale had been attacking himself with his own darkness. Would that be worse than him attacking me? I felt a confusing combination of guilt and relief, unsure what the consequences of my actions would be.
However, at least it seems my troubles with Dale will be limited to ten minutes every three weeks. Maybe that problem was solved. 
Candy’s phone rang at breakfast the next morning. Her face brightened as she answered, "Tammy. It’s been a while since I heard from you." Candy listened closely as Tammy talked. "I’d love to see you again, but last time Dale was furious." Candy talked to Tammy for a few minutes. "Tammy, you’re always welcome at our house. But Dale isn’t." Candy frowned and looked at me, shaking her head in disbelief. "I understand," Candy said into the phone before nodding a few more times. She looked across the table at me as she hung up."
"So was that all about?" I asked.
"Tammy claims Dale has changed. For three weeks, he hasn’t been angry. It won’t happen again, she says. I’m not sure," Candy said.
"Well, use your best judgement. Please contact me immediately if Dale shows up." As I drank my last sip of coffee, I gave Candy a hug and left to check on the properties I bought and the sales offices.
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The next Tuesday morning at Dagger’s, it was closeout time. This time I carried the company’s cell phone into his office. Dale was there. He looked weak and ill again.  
"Dale, I’m worried about you. Did you go to the veterans’ hospital for treatment?" I asked.
"No, he didn’t," Dagger said. "He’s a stubborn SOB."
"Dagger, speaking of stubborn SOBs, are you going to pay me this week?" I asked.
"We’ll wait another week," Dagger said.
"Fine. I quit." After setting my closeout papers and cell phone on his desk, I walked out. Neither Dale nor Dagger said anything. Dale could run Ohio and enjoy the better territory than his. However, he’ll discover that it’s not the territory. It’s him.
Since I left my phone at Dagger’s office, he didn’t have a way to contact me. Because I thought he’d be panicking, I didn’t go straight home. I stopped at a pay phone at Bob Evans Restaurant.
"Candy, this is Tim. I quit Dagger and left my phone at his house. I’m calling you from a pay phone," I said.
"Why? How will you earn money?" Candy asked.
"Thank you so much for your faith in me. I’ll be home soon." I hung up the phone.
I knew I could make it work. I was sure that I could provide for my family.
Sitting at the Bob Evans’s coffee bar, nursing a cup of coffee, I contemplated my next move. My eyes focused on a single spot on the table, my mind lost in thought, turning over the pros and cons of my options. Having no choice but to start over somewhere else, I couldn’t bear the thought of working for another evil boss. I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and knew that whatever I decided, I would make it work.
It wasn’t ready for renters yet, but at least my real estate was an investment in a business I controlled. I had put my entire savings into my two houses, and I had a line of credit from the lumber store for the remodeling. If I needed $10,000, I could sell them at a profit. Even more if I had renters.
But it wasn’t the $50,000 I needed to start a carpet cleaning company, and that was my big dream. I was penniless in the meantime. Dagger owed me five weeks of pay, and I doubted he would ever give it to me. In order to pay my bills, I had to come up with a plan.
I’ve never asked for help before. Borrowing money from friends was not an option. It would be like admitting I couldn’t make it on my own. I was at a loss.
I finished my coffee and left a five-dollar tip. Over tipping is good karma, I always believed.
I went to the library to read books about starting a business. The library was a spacious place with natural light streaming in from windows that stretched along the walls. The wood-paneled walls were lined with bookshelves and filled with the sound of hushed conversations. In the center of the room, a large reference desk sat surrounded by comfortable chairs and couches, providing a space for people to read and study. The scent of old paper and musty leather filled the air.
Most books I found were about starting companies from scratch. I needed something more specific. After an hour of searching, I found one book that looked promising: How to Get a Small Business Loan.
I found a table and speed-read it cover to cover. It was full of useful information, but I still didn’t have a solid plan. I needed to make my dream a reality.
I checked out another book: How to Start Your Own Business. I made a to-do list.
1. Research the industry
2. Find a niche market
3. Write a business plan
4. Get financing
5. Start marketing
6. Launch the business
I was ready to get started. I had a plan and the determination to make my dream come true.
I left the library with a sense of optimism and purpose. I knew I could provide for my family. Now, all I had to do was execute my plan. With my heart pounding in anticipation, I headed home to work on my business plan.
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As soon as I walked into the house, I saw Tammy and Candy sitting at the dining table, each of them with a glass of wine. Happy hour arrived early. I hoped this wouldn’t start another war with Dale.  
"Hello ladies, I’m home," I said.
They both stared at me. "Dagger wants you to call him immediately," Candy said.
"How do you know that?" I asked.
Tammy raised her finger. "Dale called and said Dagger needed Candy’s phone number. I gave it to him. Then Dagger called Candy."
"Dagger hasn’t paid me in five weeks. I won’t call him back," I said.
"He sounded desperate," Candy said.
"Really? Desperate? He never sounds desperate. He has only two modes, partying or manifesting Satan," I said.
Candy frowned. "I don’t know what to tell you. That’s how it sounded to me. I think you should call him." Candy got that anxious look on her face and handed me her phone.
I thought about it for a moment. Maybe he wanted to apologize for not paying me. That would be a first. I dialed the number and waited for him to answer. After a few moments, he did.
"Hello," he said.
"Hey Dagger, it’s me. Tammy and Candy said you wanted to talk to me about something important," I said.
"You need to return to work," he said.
"Why should I work for free? What’s the point?"
"I’ll pay you. Come back. I’ll write you a check."
"Why don’t you have Dale run Ohio," I said.
"He can’t pull in the numbers you do," he said.
"Wow, is that actually a compliment?" I asked.
"Just come back to work."
"I’m in the real estate business now. I own rental properties. I’d rather work on that. I don’t have anybody screaming at me and I get paid when I’m supposed to."
"Yeah, I heard about your rental properties," he said. He must have realized I didn’t need him. I had leverage and was going to use it to my advantage.
"Dagger, if you want me to return, I want half of the business. All I get is a commission from working my ass off. Actually, I don’t even get that because you haven’t been paying me. Otherwise, I’ll build my real estate business. I’m doing fine with that."
"That’s ridiculous. I’m not giving you half of the business."
"How much would half be if I hadn’t built it for you?" I asked. A few moments passed in silence.
"How about if I give you Kentucky? You can open your own offices down there," Dagger said. Now it was my turn to return the silence for a few moments.
"I guess that works. But I want paid for this week and every week without begging for it."
"Okay, you got a deal."
"I’m on the way to get my check," I said. I hung up the phone and looked at Candy. Well, you got your wish, I’m still working for his Majesty.
I got up from my chair and walked toward the door. Despite my win, I knew there was more to come. I went to the car and drove up to Dagger's to get my check.
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Candy, the kids, and I met Steve and Crystal at Chi Chi’s Mexican restaurant.  
"Hi Steve and Crystal," I said. They were outside the restaurant waiting for us. Crystal gave Candy and me a hug, and then Colin wanted a hug.
"Tim, Candy, thanks for inviting us out to dinner. We love this place," Steve said.
"No problem. I felt like we needed to celebrate and you were always there when I was at my lowest points to listen to me complain," I said. Everyone laughed.
"We are always here for you," Crystal said. Steve nodded. We walked into the restaurant.
The hostess seated us at a table in the restaurant. The walls were painted a light yellow and around the room hung colorful paper lanterns. In the corner was a live mariachi band playing traditional Mexican music. The smell of freshly cooked tortillas filled the air as waiters hustled around, taking orders and delivering food to eager customers. Our table had a festive Mexican blanket draped across it, adding to the bright atmosphere. We each ordered our own meals, which came with fresh guacamole and salsa. We laughed and talked, celebrating life together as friends and family should.
The food eventually came out, and it smelled delicious. The flavors were so strong yet balanced perfectly, making it difficult for anyone at the table not to smile between bites. Even Colin tried some new dishes that he enjoyed.
"So, Tim, when do you plan to open Kentucky?" Steve asked. Candy smiled at the idea.
"Next week. Anything you want to do to be involved is good with me. Maybe we can open new Kodak offices next to the light bulb offices," I said.
"Maybe." Steve looked up and pondered the idea.
"What about your carpet cleaning company? When will you start that?" Crystal asked. Candy frowned at that idea.
"I will delay it for a while. Kentucky will be my next project and I’m sure I can make the $50,000 I need to start my cleaning company," I said.
"We could be the managers and dispatchers out of our office," Steve suggested.
"Good idea, Steve," I said. "It’s funny how everything worked out. When I stood my ground and demanded my conditions, Dagger agreed. Of course, I had some leverage. He knew I could walk away since I had my real estate company."
"Were you bluffing?" Steve asked.
"Well. Maybe a little." I smiled. Everyone laughed.
"You told us you have to finish your lesson either with this man or another evil man later, right?" Crystal asked.
"Yes. That’s what Sheena told me. So I’d rather finish up with this one and get it over with," I said. Candy looked confused.
"What are you talking about?" she asked.
"Candy, remember, I was telling you about how Sheena said I had to go through this..." Just then, the mariachi band stopped by our table. Candy’s attention turned to them. After the band left, Candy had forgotten about that conversation.
"What’s going on with..." Crystal looked at the kids then mouthed quietly, "Harley?"
"Wow. I don’t know. Every time I ask Dagger about it, he gets pissed and tells me not to ask again. I’m worried that he is..." I looked at the kids, then back at Crystal and spelled, "D E A D."
"Oh my gosh," Steve said. Crystal covered her mouth. We were all quiet for five minutes.
"Well, at least you aren’t D E A D after firing Dennis," Crystal said. Candy looked at her.
"What do you mean?" Candy asked. I scowled at Crystal.
"Oh, was that a secret?" Crystal asked.
"I didn’t want to worry Candy." I said. "Candy, I will explain later everything worked out fine. I used a threat of legal and criminal action to get a terrible manager out of my office."
"I’m so sorry," Crystal said to me.
"It’s okay, Crystal." I smiled.
"Did you tell Candy about Dale?" Steve asked.
"Well, yes, she knows all about him, but if not, you just spilled the beans, didn’t you?" I said. Everyone laughed.
"Yes, that man is scary. But he has been leaving us alone for a long time now," Candy said.
"It’s because I started returning his energy to him. Now the attacks only last ten minutes and are at least two months apart. That is a much easier way to live. But I still worry about what it will do to Dale."
"He gave you no choice," Steve said.
"Yes. But I still hope to make friends with him. That would be the best thing to happen."
We finished our meal with dessert and then all went home. After bedtime, I checked on the kids sleeping in their rooms. Smiling as they were peacefully dreaming, it reminded me of how blessed I was to have this family.
I finished up the day with a nice cigar before going to bed. As I sat on the patio, I imagined how different things could have turned out if I hadn’t stood my ground and faced Dagger. It wasn't easy, but it all worked out in the end, with a bit of luck and chance thrown into the mixture. And help from Sheena.
Lighting my cigar, I looked around the patio that was once an oasis from a mighty storm. I realized that life can be full of surprises and sometimes taking risks can cause substantial rewards.
My new business in Kentucky should go as planned. I hoped.
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 Coming soon: Book 5 and Book 6 for this series. 

Be notified of new releases by Timothy L. Drobnick Sr. by joining the reader group. Follow this link: 
https://rescuedbyghosts.com
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About the Author


I have enjoyed being an artist, potter, teacher, inventor, and much more. I have been a small plane pilot which had been a dream of mine since a child. 
I have spent much of my life seeking truth and my spirituality.
From 1994 to 2015, I was a stay at home dad and raised seven children. I supported my family by providing services for the Internet, preparing taxes, and writing stories.
In 2015, after the last child graduated, I moved my business out of the house.
My patio is where I love to write. This is where my writing partner, (Maddie a Chihuahua but insists she is human), loves to take naps as long as it's next to me.
You can chat with me in my private Facebook group at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/Timothy.L.Drobnick.Sr.Reader.Group
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Other Books by the Author


This is book four of a seven-part series.  
Book One: Rescued by Ghosts
Book Two: Deceit in Denver
Book Three: Evict Evil
Book Four: Death Disturbed.
Books Five through seven coming soon.  
Find them on Amazon. 
Join my author's group at http://RescuedbyGhosts.com
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Disclosure


I have tried to recreate events, locales, and conversations from my memories of them. In order to maintain their anonymity, in some instances, I have changed the names of individuals and places. I may have changed some dates, identifying characteristics, and details such as physical properties, occupations, and places of residence.  




Please Leave Review


Please leave a review of this book on Good Reads or Amazon. This helps me to continue to write. Believe it or not, less than one out of every 100 readers leave a review.  I appreciate you. Thank you.  
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