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“Only three o’clock?” Frank thought. He had an hour and a half
to go before he would be free again. Free from the constant web
requests for sites that needed content changed right away, and free
from calls coming in from the site wardens ten minutes later to see
if all the changes had been made. Free from waiting for
subject-matter experts to approve those changes, and certainly free
from running into issues uploading the modifications to the staging
server. Frank could not wait to be free from the game it really
was: the rush-to-wait game. Though everyone expected him to
complete web requests in a speedy fashion, it would still take a
day or two before the changes were approved.

All jobs were stressful in their own right, but for Frank, most
of his stress as a senior web developer stemmed from the fact that
he could never dedicate his efforts to one task, or to any one
project.  He was constantly being pulled in all directions.
Frank was six feet tall and on the chubby side at 240 pounds, but
he felt thin and worn out by the end of the day, like a lump of
dough that had been smooshed, pressed, and rolled out until the
surface beneath showed through.

Frank hunched over his desk and listened to a woman drone on
about changes that were needed for her division’s website—a project
he had not planned to work on that day.

“Is it possible to change the color scheme for the top section
alone?” she asked.

“Yes,” Frank answered in an automated fashion. His hazel eyes
were glazed with fatigue as he stared through pictures of his
family that hung against the cubicle wall. Annoyed, he ran his
fingers back and forth through loose swirls of ink-black hair,
hoping the sensation would keep him alert while the woman kept
talking.

“You see the third paragraph on the home page?”

She paused, but not long enough for Frank to respond.

“I e-mailed you a Word document with changes I want made to it.
Did you get that?”

“I’d have to check my e-mail,” Frank mumbled.

“Well either way, it’s a simple cut and paste job, right?”

“Yes,” Frank lied.

Nothing was ever that simple, but the site wardens (formally
called Division Points of Contact) always thought it was. Who could
blame them? They approached change from a visual perspective. None
of them knew HTML, JavaScript, PHP, or any of the coding languages
that made their sites functional, so how could they know that it
wasn’t just a matter of “cut and paste”?

“And lastly …” the woman continued.

Frank wondered if normal people used the word “lastly” in a real
conversation.  Apart from this woman on the phone he couldn’t
remember anyone using that word. What would a person who feels it’s
important to say “lastly” even look like? Though everyone at the
office knew everyone else’s name (thanks to e-mails and global
address lists), most employees had never met anyone outside their
everyday cubicle crew. This woman, for one, Frank had never spoken
to until now. She didn’t sound like she was a fun person, so he
envisioned her with hair tied back in a bun and very little makeup
to brighten her face. Maybe she wore black pants and a white
blouse, something strict, to match her tone on the phone; it was
either black or it was white, this way or that way, no in between.
“In between,” Frank thought. Would a woman like her let anyone
in between?

Frank’s mind drifted into an alternate reality … one in which he
would barge into this woman’s office and loosen her up. Startled,
she would whip around, causing her bulging boobs (pushed upward by
a too-tight bra) to shift and distort the shape of her thin white
blouse. “Who are you? What are you doing in my office?” she would
ask, but Frank would provide no answer. His assertive disposition
would be all the aphrodisiac she’d need. Stunned and aroused at the
same time, she would not resist while Frank bent her over her desk
in a face-down-ass-up position. Pushing his man-parts between her
lower set of lips, he would ask (with complete sarcasm), “Which way
do you want it? This way, or that way?”
Lost in the moment, unaware that he was mocking her, Miss
Stick-in-the-Mud would pant and moan, “It doesn’t matter! It
doesn’t matter! It doesn’t matter!”

“You got all of that?” asked the woman.

Her tone suggested she was probably asking Frank this question
for the second or third time..

“Sure thing,” Frank said, instantly more sober. “But tell you
what, please e-mail me those same requests so that I can document
everything with my web team.”

The woman sighed in frustration, feeling her entire conversation
with Frank had been unnecessary (which it had been), and agreed to
follow up with an e-mail detailing her requests.

Relieved to have her off the phone, Frank finally got back to
his current project—a website educating parents about the various
types of ringworm children could get, and about possible
treatments. It was not the most exhilarating material, but Frank
didn’t bother with the actual content.  He just had to make
everything look the way it was supposed to and make sure that the
interactive portion of the site was functional ─ free of broken
links. After a while, Frank got into a zone, and his brain
inhibited all sensory information not involved with the project at
hand. He forgot he was hungry; he forgot he was tired; he even
forgot that his size 38 pants had gotten to be too small in recent
days and were squeezing his balls the entire time he sat in his
chair.



***



“I hope this new schedule works out,” Catherine thought,
whizzing in and out of her kitchen. She zipped about the place like
a fly and avoided Monique and Lana, who were planted at the edge of
the kitchen like gigantic chess bishops. They stood where the vinyl
flooring (made to look like tile) met the beige Berber carpet of
the living room and stared at their mother. Their big browns
yearned for attention, trying to convey a request before their
mouths could actually voice one.  Catherine was swift as she
moved past them, and it was a flashback of their faces that made
her realize they had been waiting there to ask her something. Her
gaze darted to the wall clock, then to the rest of the house.
Catherine realized that she had only twenty minutes until it was
time to leave to get Frank.

Catherine and Frank had discussed an arrangement that would let
her pick him up from the Metro an hour later than usual, which
would give her a solid block of time to manage their three
children. The only drawback was that she would not have Frank’s
help until it was time to tuck the kids into bed. For Catherine,
this new plan would be better than the current way of doing
things—bringing her household duties to a halt, rushing to meet
Frank at the Metro, then rushing back home to complete what seemed
like an infinite number of tasks leading up to the kids’
bedtime.

“Are you sure about this?” she remembered Frank asking.

“Trust me,” she had assured him. “It’s gonna make things a lot
better for me.”

There was something to be said for always being on the go. For
Catherine, it was like riding a bike uphill. The best way to do it
was to calculate the amount of effort needed to make it all the way
up, then speed full force ahead. The current schedule, however, had
all the disadvantages of a cyclist stopping halfway uphill, to take
a breather, then trudging onward without momentum to assist in the
effort. Catherine was more than ready to do away with the
stop-and-go routine.

“Mommy?” a tiny voice asked.

It was Lana, still in the same position but turned toward her
mother’s new coordinates.

“You forgot to give me a juice pouch.”

“Juice pouch!” Monique echoed.

“Just a minute girls, let Mommy … uh, on second thought, I’ll
give you the juice pouches with your dinner, okay?”

Disappointment poured down Lana’s face.

“But, Mommeeee … .”

Monique joined the “Mommy” chorus an instant later.

“Listen! I need you girls to sit on the couch so I can
vacuum.”

Lana’s frown parted slowly, and she let out a cry of agony. She
slumped over and started a lethargic walk toward the couch. Monique
followed her sister, looked back at Catherine with a forgery of
Lana’s grimace, and bellowed her own sound of disapproval. The
noise they produced rivaled the siren of an ambulance, but
Catherine had heard it so many times before that it no longer
registered. Her brain had developed a mute setting that was
extremely useful during moments like this one.

Victor. He was the only one missing. Where had he gone?
Catherine moved quickly through the townhouse in search of Victor,
but she saw no sign of him.

At the foot of the stairs she yelled up toward the second floor:
“Victor?”

No response.

 “Victorrrrr?”

Still nothing.

 “Victor!”

A sound like a distant stampede grew to a loud boom-boom-boom as
Victor raced his way down to the living room.

“What were you doing up there?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, ‘nothing’?”

“Well, I was drawing super heroes, then I was looking for my
Spider-Man. He wasn’t in my bed or in my room, but I found him in
your office. He looked dirty so I went in your bathroom to clean
him and ….”

“Okay, okay. Please sit on the couch.”

“Awww!”

“Aw, nothing. Have a seat! I need to vacuum.”

The exchange with Victor negated the mute setting of Catherine’s
brain. That's when she realized that Lana had never stopped
whining.

“Mommeeeeeeeee ….”

Monique, distracted by the arrival of her five-year-old brother,
missed her cue to parrot Lana’s wail.

“Lana,” Catherine said as she pulled the vacuum from the coat
closet. “If you don’t stop your whining, you’re going to get a
glass of water with your dinner. Got it?”

Lana jolted her body up and down while she flapped her arms, as
if she were swatting a cloud of insects. Eventually she slapped her
arms across her chest and threw herself backward onto the couch.
Catherine ignored Lana’s extreme display and plugged in the
vacuum.

Giving the clock another look, Catherine froze in her
hunched-back posture. She had only ten minutes left. “Where is the
time going?” she wondered.  Catherine immediately began
placing dining room chairs on the table to clear a path for the
vacuum.

“I’m hungry,” Lana cried.

In all fairness, Catherine knew that the smell of sweet ’n’ sour
chicken warming in the oven next to jasmine rice didn’t help
matters at all.

“I’mmm hun—”

Catherine turned on the vacuum midway through Lana’s sentence.
Her peripheral vision caught Lana slapping the couch and appearing
to howl, though her antics had become inaudible. The hum of the
vacuum formed a buffer, a cocoon, shielding Catherine from her
surroundings: the barrage of requests, constant nagging, and
incessant whining that usually defined this portion of the day. The
rhythmic push and pull of the vacuum, the way the sound undulated
between a close roar and a distant hum, was relaxing, hypnotic
even. Before her mind had a chance to wander off, Catherine caught
another glimpse of the clock and knew she could do no more. It was
time to leave. She turned off the vacuum. Before any of the kids
could get a word in, she bombarded them with nonstop,
impossible-to-interrupt demands that they all use the bathroom, put
on their shoes, put on their jackets, sit in the car, and remember
to buckle up.

Through it all, what kept Catherine going was the prospect of a
break. She just needed to make it to the Metro, and things would
get better from there. Frank would hop into the driver’s seat, both
literally and figuratively. Once they got back to the house, she
wouldn’t have to waste her breath reprimanding the kids or getting
them to eat and clean up—Frank would be the one to talk to them. On
the surface, it didn’t seem like a big help, but it meant the world
to Catherine. The most relaxing part of the day was when she didn’t
have to constantly repeat herself, or deal with interruptions,
while she tried to do anything ─ anything at all. Sometimes, while
everyone piled into the house, Catherine would sneak away and head
upstairs to the home office to surf the web and watch YouTube
videos. While the rest of the family ate dinner, she had a chance
to hear her own thoughts and explore them thoroughly. The quiet
time was usually short-lived, but it was just enough to give
Catherine a second wind for the last part of the evening, which
entailed bathing the kids, reading them a story, and dealing with
their inevitable bedtime stall tactics. “Almost there,” she
thought, “almost there ….”
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“Are you planning on sleeping here?” said someone just outside
Frank’s cubicle.

“Oh, snap! It’s 5:30!”

Frank realized this response dated him, but could not stop his
brain from defaulting to ’90s clichés when he was caught off
guard.

“Uh, yeah,” Anthony said as he leaned into Frank’s view. “But
it’s cool, I know you don’t actually go home like the rest of
us.  I’ve seen your dirty briefs in the bathroom sink … you
live here!”

Frank didn’t bother responding to this end-of-day banter. He
knew that any reply would be met with double the jabs and sarcasm.
Instead, Frank went through his normal shutdown process, scooped up
his belongings, and headed to the elevator with Anthony. They
parted ways on the ground floor, Anthony heading toward the garage
and Frank toward the front door. Rays from the sun came through the
lobby’s gigantic windows and covered Frank’s face like a warm
towel. Though he hadn’t made it out of the building yet, he was
already beginning to unwind. He could feel tension in his shoulders
and back peeling away as he got closer to the door. Frank reached
into his bag and pulled out a set of wireless headphones to wear
during his commute home.

“Holy shit!” Frank thought the instant he stepped outside. A
cold breeze stung the back of his neck and left him bitterly
surprised. He stood rigid near the entrance, took a moment to flip
up his collar, and resumed his trek toward the bus stop twenty feet
ahead. Walking along a pathway flanked by potted plants and young
trees, Frank could already see that the stop was packed with
regulars, all of them refusing to huddle together.

Each person stood like a pillar—with shoulders pulled toward
ears—and tried to block out the nagging chill in the wind. Watching
them, Frank wondered whether they had it in them, at any time, to
group together for protection against the cold. It wasn’t as if the
bus stop had a shelter; it was just a bench next to an aluminum
pole with a sign listing the bus routes for that location. Frank
felt sure that if all their lives depended on it, they still
wouldn’t huddle. Paramedics would find them keeled over in
different directions, a few feet from one another, frozen stiff.
Winters in Atlanta got cold but not like the ones up north, nor did
they last as long. Temperatures dropped to uncomfortable levels,
but rarely below freezing. For this reason, Frank knew that the
extreme weather conditions he imagined wiping out his gang of bus
riders would never happen. They could still afford to be
loners.

Frank nodded to the few in the group who turned around to note
his presence among them. Regulars saw one another every day, but
never made an effort to start a conversation while waiting for the
bus. Icebreakers were usually new people, one-day travelers, or
doe-eyed goody-goodies loving life, and unaware that they were
surrounded by withered souls, ones sucked dry by the monotony of
working nine to five. Regulars always knew how to avoid these
types, so they didn’t present a big problem. One tactic of the
group’s members was to look outward at some invisible landmark;
Shangri la is what Frank called it. The more one of the
love-life-wanna-talk-about-it people tried to strike up a
conversation, the more each of the regulars concentrated on gazing
far, far off into the distance, squinting at times as if
they were really zoning in on a specific part of that mythical
land. Frank remembered that he once saw a regular close his eyes
and tilt his head away from a newbie’s open mouth, leaving that
person to sigh back into silence.

On other occasions, when regulars weren’t examining invisible
places in the distance, they were staring at every vehicle that
rolled by, as if they hoped to identify a missing person ─ someone
who was possibly tied up, gagged, and rolling around in the
backseat of a beat up car. It could happen. Regardless, it was
apparent that the usual conversation-killing tactics were
unnecessary today. No one was in a talking mood. Everyone was too
busy trying to keep warm.

Frank walked around the group and stood to one side of it, a
place that still gave him a decent view of the entire street. His
wireless headphones looked like flashy earmuffs, though they did
little to keep his ears warm. A blue light swirled around the
center of the cookie-sized domes, and a wiry plastic rim (made to
look like silver) ran around the base of his skull to connect the
earpieces together. Frank’s neck retracted like a turtle’s into his
jacket while he looked down at his phone. He slid his thumb from
the bottom to the top of the glossy screen in search of a podcast
to play; his favorite was one about start-up businesses. He enjoyed
hearing how risk-takers left their nine-to-fives and ventured forth
to bring their dreams to fruition. It made him want to do more with
the consulting practice he haphazardly ran on the side.

Frank had started Digital Moniker LLC back in 2002, just before
he and Catherine got married. At the time he was 23, and his only
service was web design. The extra cash flow wasn’t much, but it
went a long way for a guy who was still living with his parents. He
was able to wine and dine Catherine, get the latest gadgets, and
fund various impulse buys. Eventually Frank’s skill-set expanded to
the creation of web applications and offering of hosting services.
The very first web application he developed, in 2003, helped pay
for a good portion of his wedding (that same year), and served as a
vital buffer when Murphy’s Law threatened to plunder the newlyweds’
assets with unforeseen expenses.

In 2005 Victor was born.  In 2007 it was Lana who made a
surprise appearance, followed by Monique in 2008. Each birth
wounded Digital Moniker in some way. Frank became less able to take
on as many new contracts as he once had, and he had a difficult
time managing the client base he had built over the years. Only
occasionally would he take on a new project (to pay for special
trips and vacations), but even then the contracts lasted longer
than they should have and became exceedingly stressful once clients
changed their vision to include features not previously discussed.
After the last headache (client), Frank resolved to stop accepting
new projects altogether and to provide hosting services only. It
was his way of not having to do major work and still keep the
company around—on life support. He hoped that once the kids were
old enough, more independent, he could go back to building his
business and ditch the box his current job had become. Frank was
hopeful that Digital Moniker would make a miraculous recovery or,
as he put it, pull a Terry Wallis on everyone.

He was so engrossed in his podcast that he barely noticed when
the group began to move. Inching toward the curb like a colony of
penguins, the others looked to the left as they waited for the bus
to stop. The bus’s arrival was the only time regulars got close to
one another: when the matter at hand was protecting one’s personal
interest in being first on the bus. Frank was not one to push and
pry, nor were most of the other men, so they eased back to let the
women board first. While boarding the bus Frank immediately noticed
that it was unusually crowded for this time of year; he was going
to have to stand for the entire ride. “Great,” he thought. “At
least I’ll get to sit on the train.” He maneuvered his way to the
back of the bus and grabbed the cold metal bar overhead for
balance. Frank slid his messenger bag over his crotch so that the
woman seated before him wouldn’t think he was propositioning her
for a blowjob. Given the bit of time he had on the crowded bus,
Frank put his podcast on pause. He couldn’t possibly enjoy it while
he was crammed like a sardine and busy protecting his family jewels
from scandal.

With every shake and wobble, standing passengers shifted their
weight to maintain a semblance of a smooth ride. Frank put extra
care into staying away from the woman’s face as it bobbed at crotch
level. The woman looked to be in her late fifties, went heavy on
the makeup, and wore fine jewelry. Her blond, boyishly cut hair
became almost invisible in proximity to the high-gloss burgundy
lipstick coating her thin, wrinkly lips. The woman's purple wool
jacket was long and matched the gigantic purple and gold handbag
she held firmly against her lap. Frank had no doubt that this woman
worked in a department store. He tried to keep his hips at an angle
so that the wobbling wouldn’t bring his bag within inches of her
face, but he got fed up from all the effort it took. Eventually he
imagined himself yanking the bag away from his privates the very
next time the bus threw him toward her. He would yell, “Surprise!”
while pumping his crotch up and down like some Chippendales dancer.
The idea carved a light smirk across Frank’s face, but it vanished
as the bus experienced a sudden bang and bump. Pot holes. Frank
clutched his bag, constricted his abs, and tightened his back,
trying his damnedest not to get close to the woman. “Four more
stops,” he told himself. “Just four more stops … .”



***



Lana and Victor had made their way into the car and were
fiddling with their belts as Catherine placed Monique into her
throne of a car seat. With everyone secured, Catherine went back
into the house and turned on the alarm. The system started its
countdown, and Catherine rushed to get back inside the garage. The
need for a speedy exit came from something more certain than the
alarm system ─ Catherine knew that if she remained outside the
garage too long, some kind of conflict would break out among the
kids. She didn’t want to have to play U.N. Security Council to
establish peace among those three nations.

As she entered the garage, she pulled the door behind her, but
it made a funny thudding sound and drifted open again. Catherine
spun around, puzzled, wondering if the deadbolt might be extended.
It wasn’t. She pulled the door toward her a second time and watched
it bang against the frame. She could not imagine why, all of a
sudden, the door was no longer in alignment with its frame, but the
difference was marginal and she got the door shut on her third try.
Hearing a low rumble of voices from the car, Catherine hurried to
lock the deadbolt and the regular lock in the knob below it. She
could hear Victor (sitting in the middle) arguing with Monique, to
his right, over a toy he had brought with him. Victor’s muffled
voice said, “Stop it!” Monique, meanwhile, tried to swipe his
action figure. Unsuccessful, Monique stiffened her body against the
restraints of her car seat and cried out for Catherine. Catherine
opened the car door and found herself bombarded with tattletale
nonsense before she could even sit down.

“Monique,” Catherine said, “where is your toy? The one
you brought?”

“Right dere,” she answered. She pointed toward the floor.

“Victor, could you get her toy please and give it to her?”

“But she doesn’t want it, Mom.”

“Just give it to her, please.”

Reluctantly, Victor bent over, got the toy, and handed it to his
sister. Monique gave it a good whack and tried anew to swipe his
action figure.

“I want super hero!”

“No! Monique, no super hero for you,” Catherine declared.

“I want to potty!”

Catherine wasn’t sure whether Monique’s request was sincere, but
she was unwilling to get on the highway until she knew for sure.
She sighed, closed her eyes for a moment, then got around to
Monique’s door and opened it. Still doubtful, she looked for signs
of sincerity in her daughter’s face. Monique stared back at her
mother with shining eyes, raised brows, and a smug-looking grin.
Was she happy because her bluff had worked, or happy because she
would get to use the bathroom? Catherine could not tell.

“C’mon,” Catherine said. “We’re late now, so let’s hurry and use
the potty.”

Catherine unlocked the access door, gave it a good push to get
it open, disarmed the alarm system, and took Monique to the
half-bathroom located to their immediate left. It was such a good
place for a bathroom. Catherine imagined that the architects who
designed the house must have teamed up with psychologists to figure
out that most people were eager to relieve themselves when they got
home from work. For women especially, if a bowel movement had been
in the works during the latter part of the day, the inclination
would be to hold it until they got home, rush into the house
(practically sweating with grief), and find immediate relief in a
bathroom.

“I’m finished,” Monique announced.

Catherine was surprised. Monique had peed a river, though she
had produced nothing only ten minutes earlier. Catherine waited for
Monique to wash and dry her hands.

“Okay kiddo, let’s get back in the car, all right?”

“I want Goldfish.”

Catherine felt herself shrinking with every added request. She
tried to keep her expectations for any punctual departure very low,
but no matter where she set the bar, it would have to be lowered
again.

“Sure thing, sweetie. We’ll get some for Lana and Victor,
too.”

Catherine muttered as she gathered three snack bags of Goldfish
crackers. “Don’t worry, you’ll get there,” she said quietly. “It
may not be when you want to, but this day can’t end without you
getting there.”



***



Riding more comfortably on the train than he had on the bus,
Frank was amazed (as he was every day) by the way the demographic
would shift the farther south he traveled. The initial group
included people with careers, which thinned to people with jobs,
then to people sitting with the classifieds on their laps, and
eventually to homeless people. Lots of homeless people. Frank
didn’t understand why they were on the train at all. Where were
they going? Had they become nomads in need of scenery changes now
and then? Or perhaps it was just a habit from their working days
that was never broken. Frank pondered these things once in a while,
but he pulled the plug on his thoughts once he found that they
would probably expand and uncover some epic social problem. He had
enough problems of his own to worry about.

Frank’s stop was the train station at the airport terminal. That
station had no buses to take him the rest of the way home, but
Catherine insisted she’d rather make the 15-minute drive to pick
him up, than have him spend an additional 45 minutes riding to the
next station and catching another bus from there to get to the
house. Even though they had only one car, Catherine didn’t see the
point in having Frank run the entire gauntlet of public
transportation. She viewed it as a means to get around when a
person had no other option, but Frank saw it differently. He
welcomed the opportunity to relax, read, and (most of all) indulge
in his podcasts while traveling. On some days, when he was overcome
by fatigue, he’d squeeze in a light nap there, too. Today, though,
as much as he would have enjoyed a nap, he couldn’t take one. A
homeless man sat next to him on the train and, at first eye
contact, started a long conversation. He didn’t seem to care that
Frank kept his headphones on the entire time. Occasionally, Frank
nodded his head and inserted “Uh huh” or “Oh, wow” where he felt
they would be appropriate—anything to give the impression that the
monologue pouring out of Mr. Homeless was in fact a dialogue.

Frank remembered to adjust his collar as he stepped out of the
south airport terminal. He proceeded to the Strip, where new
arrivals and commuters waited for their rides. He could hear the
distant thunder of airplanes taking off while he scanned the
terminal drive-through for his ’02 Elantra. He saw a few
wine-colored cars, but none was his. Noting that he was early,
Frank walked to a bench and sat, reclining as much as he could for
comfort.  He kept checking his watch every two minutes while
the dipping temperatures nipped at his face. Time passed, and soon
enough he was no longer early, he was on time. Then, Catherine was
five minutes late, ten minutes late, twenty ….
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Catherine put Monique back in her car seat, distributed tiny
snack bags filled with Goldfish crackers (not enough to spoil
dinner), and went back in the house to turn on the alarm. Again,
she had trouble closing the access door (it thudded against its
frame every time she tried to pull it shut), but she succeeded on
her fourth try. Back in the car, she sighed with relief, ready to
get a move on. Even the kids were quietly anticipating departure
this time. She put the key into the ignition and turned it. Nothing
happened. She started the process over, taking out the key, putting
it back in, and turning it to starter position. Still nothing; not
even a click or the wheezing of the car struggling to turn over.
That was when she noticed that none of the indicator lights were on
in the car. She played with the key in the ignition a few more
times until she could no longer deny that the battery was dead. Her
eyes widened with disbelief.  “You’ve got to be kidding me!”
she whispered.  Catherine popped open the hood of the car,
which startled the children into looking forward.

“What’s dat?” Monique asked.

“Yeah Mom, why you’re not starting the car?” Victor asked.

“What’s wrong?” Lana said.

“Wrong, Mommy, wrong!” Monique yelled.

“Hang on kids, Mommy needs to check something.”

Examining the battery, Catherine noticed that a rubber cover had
partially come off the positive terminal. She put much care into
lifting up the bit of rubber and saw a white crust on the node. She
knew there was nothing normal about that. Uncomfortable with the
idea of dislodging the crust, even with a rag, Catherine mashed the
rubber cover back onto the connector in hopes that it would cause
the corrosion buildup to crumble off, which it did. She returned to
the driver’s seat and waited two minutes before attempting to start
the car again. Still nothing, but this time she noticed that the
overhead lights were making a dim comeback. She turned off the car
and waited another two minutes. On her next attempt, she saw that
the indicator lights were beginning to glow, like fireflies
emerging out of a murky swamp. “Really?” Catherine thought.
“Putting that cover back on fixed everything?” She looked at her
cell phone. There was no way the battery would charge in time for
her to get Frank. She was already 20 minutes late. Catherine sighed
and slid down in her seat, tuning out the incessant questions
coming from the back of the car.  After a moment of gathering
her thoughts, she was ready to execute another plan.

“Okay kids, that’s it. We need to go back into the house.”

“What? What about a Daddy?” Victor asked.

“Yeah, where’s Daddy?” Lana said.

“Daddy!” Monique shouted.

“We’ll talk about it when we get inside the house.”

Catherine got out of the car and opened the rear passenger door
(also known as Lana’s side), then instructed Lana and Victor to go
to the access door. She walked around to the opposite side of the
car and unbuckled Monique.  After setting her down, they both
took geisha steps to where Lana and Victor stood. Catherine
unlocked the deadbolt and then the knob’s lock. When she turned the
knob, it barely moved at all. “What the hell?” she wondered. She
tried turning the knob vigorously back and forth, but it was
definitely jammed. Peeved, she bent down to knob level to see what
was going on in the sliver of space between the door and the frame.
She continued to turn the knob aggressively, but the latch wouldn’t
budge. “Get the ‘F’ outta here!” thought Catherine.

“Looks like we have to go out the garage and through the front
door,” she said to no one in particular.

The children questioned her, but their voices were drowned out
by the sound of the garage door rising. Instead, she just motioned
for them to follow her through the opening. She led them, like
sheep, until they reached the driveway, at which point Monique
yelled, “Yay!”

Catherine instinctively lunged to grasp her toddler’s arm and
keep her from darting into the street. “Why do kids do that?”
Catherine wondered. “They look at an open road and see … what?
Adventure?” Catherine observed that Lana and Victor were also
staring at the street, as if they intended to sprint for it,
too.

“Get to the door,” she said.

Still fixated on the road, they were slow to respond and
oblivious to the cold air.

“Hurry up!” she yelled.

Victor and Lana snapped out of trance and ran to the door while
Catherine did her best to handle Monique, who was screaming and
thrashing to be free of her mother’s grip.



***



Frank looked like a man praying to the heavens for a warm breeze
as he sat on the bench. His legs were spread in a wide V-shape, and
he leaned forward to brace his forearms on them. His head hung low
and both his hands clutched the precious cell phone that kept him
company. He was listening to a gaming podcast. Frank heard men talk
about video games he would probably never play—certainly no time
soon. Gone were the days when he could come home, slap Catherine on
the ass and say, “Wanna watch me play Halo?” He delighted in the
fact that she enjoyed watching him play and would make jokes
throughout the game much like Mystery Science Theater 3000. It was
a win-win situation because he knew that Catherine would never
complain about him playing games, or dredge up some dramatic
conversation about how his game playing took away from quality time
they could be spending together. More importantly, Catherine knew
when to shut up and just let him play. That kind of compatibility
Frank did not take for granted.

He listened to the podcast hosts disagree over aspects of a game
he knew nothing about, but he catalogued the information anyway,
just in case. The new schedule he had discussed with Catherine gave
him hope. There would still be the issue of budgeting for games
(they often took a backseat to purchasing necessities for the
kids), but still, with the new schedule Frank could come home,
immediately tuck the kids into bed, slip into comfortable clothing,
and have the rest of the night to himself. He could eat dinner in a
tranquil setting, play a game or two, even plan Digital Moniker’s
comeback … the options were limitless. Well, not limitless. He
would still have to go to bed at a decent time, but even then, he
was going to have choices—something he hadn’t had in a long time.
The podcast stopped abruptly and Frank’s head jutted upward.
Catherine was calling.

“Hey, Babe,” he said.

Frank looked around the terminal as he listened to
Catherine.

 “Huh? Dead? How did that happen? No, it’s fine. I’ll be
fine. See you in a bit.”

Frank stuffed the phone inside his coat pocket and stood up to
scan the terminal again.

“There we go,” he mumbled.

Frank raised his hand to hail a cab. Like a domesticated animal,
the vehicle came to Frank in response to the gesture. He wasted no
time getting into the taxi van and out of the cold.

“Weh to?” asked the cab driver.

“Fergyville.”

“Fuh-ghee-vil? … Oh-kay.”

The driver’s body deflated at the sound of Fergyville. Frank
suspected that the location was not worth the driver’s time, and
that he was probably kicking himself in the ass for having been the
one to get Frank. Most people leaving the airport were headed into
Atlanta or a bit farther, and not someplace 15 minutes away. The
van had a total of three benches, the last one being a
three-seater, but Frank opted to sit just behind the driver, on the
first two-seater bench. The cloth seats were a dingy brown from
much use, and the air in the van felt old; sucked up, recycled, and
drained of any life. Even the sound of Frank’s voice didn’t have
its usual vigor inside the van; it was as if he had stepped into a
carpeted funeral home. Frank buckled up and, after looking at the
seats, opted to place his bag on his lap.

The driver took off, and Frank pretended not to notice how the
man cut off a row of cars for the sake of being first on the ramp
leading to the interstate. He couldn’t understand why cabbies were
always on the offensive when it came to driving. Most of the time
it wasn’t called for. In this instance, Frank thought it best to
ignore the middle fingers and shaking fists of the other drivers
and to tell himself that he would get home in one piece. Momentum
pulled him to the left as the cabby swung the vehicle right, and
Frank slouched on the bench, partly for comfort and partly to
anchor himself in position. He tried to make out what was playing
on the portable radio wedged between the driver and the front
passenger seat, but he couldn’t. It sounded like a heated political
discussion, one that most people would never hear because it took
place on a no-name AM frequency.  Frank listened intently but
still could not tell whether he was hearing Créole, or English
spoken with a thick Créole accent, so he tuned out the debate and
tried to get a moment of shut-eye.
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When Frank walked into the house, it was quiet. Too quiet. It
was not something he was used to. At the very least the kids would
have charged him in the hall like a herd of wild elephants, plowing
everything in their way just to get to him, but tonight there was
nothing. For a split second, Frank envisioned Catherine bent over
their bath tub, unconscious, the kids drowned in bloody bath water,
and their backdoor open, where an invader would have made his exit.
It was ludicrous, but for some reason it was the first thought that
came to mind. Frank put down his bag by the entrance as he recalled
that the last physical fight he’d been in was during middle
school.

“Catherine?”

No answer.

“Catherine?” he called, a little louder.

Still no answer.

Frank proceeded with caution, his heart rate increasing as he
moved farther into the house. Was this it? Was this the moment he
had long dreaded? The moment he’d have to fight off an attacker or
thief in order to protect his family? Frank wasn’t sure whether all
family men thought this way (preparing for the worst), but he did.
Frank secretly shadowboxed when he was alone ─ his way of staying
sharp ─ and usually wondered if he would still be able to maintain
proper form after striking a first blow, or if the situation would
quickly turn into a disorganized punch-and-grapple session. Passing
the access door to the garage, Frank saw that the knob lay on the
carpet and was surrounded by loose screws. Concern molded his
eyebrows against each other and pulled his mouth partially open. He
knelt down to examine the knob, then turned his attention to the
hole in the door where it usually was. The door latch was still
intact. He looked in the space just above the latch, and saw that
his car was sitting in the garage.

“They’re still home,” he thought.

“Catherine?” he called out, to no reply.

The silence was beginning to grow thick around Frank. He tried
to tell himself that they were all sleeping upstairs, but another
look at the door took his mind back to the car battery. Was the
dead battery really a fluke? Could it be that someone had sabotaged
the car so that Catherine couldn’t get to him? And how did the
dismantled knob fit into the equation? Again, the thoughts seemed
paranoid and far-fetched, but Frank couldn’t stop his mind from
entertaining the possibilities. There were a few people he could
imagine doing such a thing.

There was Paul, an acquaintance Catherine had met through a
close friend. Paul had taken an interest in Catherine back in high
school and maintained his interest throughout college, though she
had never cared for him in that way. No one would have
guessed that he’d be the type to follow her around (making their
encounters look coincidental), or break into her e-mail (reading
all her messages), or conveniently get a job at the same company
she worked for, but those were the things that he had done. Paul
certainly had the ability to find Catherine if he wanted to, but
why? Why now? Paul was roughly five-and-a-half-feet tall and the
neurotic type, so Frank was sure he could take him on if he ever
needed to. 

Another candidate was Denise, Frank’s ex. She had been friends
with Catherine when Frank and Denise dated, but Denise hadn’t taken
it too well when she found out that Frank had previously dated
Catherine—and that he had never really gotten over her. Denise had
envisioned marriage with Frank, but when he cut her loose in the
hope of rekindling a love with Catherine (love he wasn’t sure
Catherine would reciprocate), Denise had gone on a rampage, beating
and cursing him. She had even tried to turn Catherine against Frank
by airing all of his dirty laundry, sprinkling a few lies here and
there—anything to keep the pair apart. Would she try now, after all
these years, to sabotage his family? The family he didn’t create
with her? It was all too crazy. “Get a grip of yourself
Frankie, they’re probably just sleeping.” He didn’t want to call
out Catherine’s name any louder out of concern that he might wake
everyone up (if they were in fact sleeping), but he didn’t want to
go upstairs either, not until he knew for sure that downstairs was
safe. Frank continued his inspection of the house.

The long hall opened onto a kitchen/dining room combo on his
left and the living room on his right. Nothing in the house looked
disturbed or out of place, so that was a good sign. Frank’s gaze
wandered over to the large living room windows, which overlooked
the backyard. He could see nothing but black. Eventually the back
door, which led to the patio, caught his eye. “Fuck!” he thought.
The door was ajar. He proceeded slowly toward it, passing between
the back of the couch and the dining room table. He could smell
Pine in the air as he got closer to the door. His skin tightened,
his pupils dilated, and his brain instantly generated an electrical
storm of movie scenes from the entire Rocky series,
The Last Dragon, Bloodsport, and
Ong-Bak. He decided that the best way to approach the door
would be to press his back against the wall, reach out with his
right hand, and fling it open. In the event of someone lunging at
him, there would be enough room for Frank to anchor his stance and
still dish out a fistful of pow!

So he did it. He flung open the door and stood back while it
smacked the door stopper.  Frank waited, frozen in his best
interpretation of a fighter’s stance. His fists were pulled into
tight round balls, his legs bent him into a light squat, and his
feet were planted at shoulder width … but nothing happened. Nobody
lunged at him. He felt silly for being so paranoid and thawed out
of his warrior’s pose. Frank walked to the door, ready to close it,
but decided to give the backyard a quick once-over before heading
upstairs.  Unfortunately, what Frank saw in the backyard
vaporized his courage and left him stunned.  Standing there,
in the yard, was a hooded figure.
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Dear Reader,



I believe in the power of word-of-mouth, so if you
liked this book, please recommend it to a friend. I thank you for
your interest in the Fergyville series, and ask
that you take a short moment to rate this book online.  You
can get the complete series and view my other books here . 



Happy reading!



Katina Ferguson

http://www.katinaferguson.com/my-books
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