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DEDICATION

 
 
This story is dedicated to everyone who just wanted one more day to say goodbye.



CHAPTER 1

 
San Marcos, California
 
Fred counted where he was sitting as
the many times he was in a very uncomfortable situation. He was so nervous that he not only fidgeted in his chair, Fred caught himself looking at the door thinking someone he knew would barge in catching him in the act.
 
He fought to keep himself together as the gentleman in the faded Black Sabbath t-shirt, frayed jeans, and an array of highly detailed tattoos on both his arms and hands continued his presentation. He forced himself to calm down a bit remembering it was the weekend, and that he told no one where he was going, so his secret was safe.
 
“So, as you can see, this is how she’s going to look with all the customizations.” The rocker motioned with a smile. “Usual production time takes about three to four weeks, but this is a simple job, and for you, I can get this done in a week and a half.”
 
“Thanks,” Fred timorously nodded. “You don’t have to go through all that trouble for me. I can …”
 
“Dude it’s not a problem,” the rocker held up his hand. “I’m even waving the shipping cost. My only question is, are you sure you want to go with that face? We can always take a scan of a picture and make a customized head …”
 
“No thank you please,” Fred put on a half smile. “For what I need it for, I don’t plan on looking at it much.”
 
The rocker respectfully nodded not pressing the issue.
 
“Well, then we’re all done, you mentioned paying in advance?”
 
“Yes please,” Fred nodded while sitting up in his chair.
 
“Not a problem,” he smiled. “Just see our assistant outside, and she will get you squared away.”
 
The two rose to their feet as the rocker escorted Fred out of his office into the hallway. Fred turned throwing on the most genuine smile possible while extending a hand.
 
“Thank you, Matt.”
 
“Hey man, it was an honor and pleasure,” Matt McMullen smiled shaking his hand. “I just hope you enjoy her when she comes.”
 
Fred’s smile fell a bit as he nodded. He turned heading to the front of the office from whence he walked in to begin his appointment.
 
As Fred made his way back to the reception area, a younger man with spiky blonde hair adorned in a Judas Priest shirt, faded frayed blue jeans, and worn-out Dock Martins passed him in the hallway giving him a friendly nod which Fred respectfully returned. He stopped in front of his boss and gave him a warm pop in the arm. The CEO of the company retaliated with a playful elbow to his chest.
 
“What’s his story?” the Judas Priest fan smirked.
 
“Poor guy’s wife got killed almost a year ago,” sighed Matt McMullen sadly shaking his head. “Hit by a car right in front of him. The driver was texting and driving, four months after they got married.”
 
“Oh damn,” the young man remorsefully lowered his head. “So, he wants …”
 
“Yeah …it’s one of those,” nodded Matt. “Let’s make this custom extra special.”
 
“Sure, thing man,” a saddened employee agreed.
 
˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜
 
San Diego, California
 
A week and a half later, Fred stood in the parking lot of his job ready to hop into his ten-year-old blue Nissan Altima to get a jump on the California traffic home. Fortunately for him, his commute was not as horrible as most as it took him a good thirty minutes on a good day.
 
As he placed his suitcase down on the floor of the passenger side of the vehicle, he stood up to see a familiar bear sized bruiser with a goatee and well kept blonde fade leaning on the top his driver side door.
 
“You know why I’m here.” His nose flared as he narrowed his eyes.
 
“I can’t today Barney.” Fred apologetically smirked.
 
“Brah, this is Regulators issue number one!” He threw his hands up. “Comickaze is going to be jammed packed today because of this issue!”
 
“I know, but I just got a confirmation about this package that got delivered to my house,” Fred glanced down at the ground. “It’s big and valuable, and Ms. Santiago is funny about those kinds of packages blocking the hallway.”
 
“What is it?” His best friend curiously asked.
 
“It’s one of those interchangeable book shelves,” Fred cleared his lying throat. “I need to do a bit of organization around the house.”
 
“So, let me come by and …”
 
“I prefer to do this …alone.” Fred locked eyes with him.
 
Barney backed up a bit knowing not to press any further.
 
“Besides, its Regulators number one,” Fred threw back on a fake smile. “You got to go for the both of us, and get me a copy.” 
 
“You want the original or alternate cover?” Barney inquired with disappointment laced in his voice.
 
“Hook me up with both if you can, and please don’t forget to take copies from the back.”
 
“Yeah, yeah,” Barney rolled his eyes. “Good luck with your book shelf.”
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Fred’s drive home was a quiet one as usual. Anxiety set in a bit the closer he got home.
 
As he walked to his steps, his heart sank as he forced a plastic smile on his visage. He was hoping to get home before she saw it. Perky old Ms. Santiago with her silver braided hair, 1950 librarian style glasses, and regulation grandma shirt and jeans stood waiting on the steps with a genuine smile on her face.
 
“Hello there Fredrick!”
 
“Hi Ms. Santiago,” Fred made sure to put some chirp in his voice.
 
“You got quite a big package inside.”
 
“I’m so sorry; I purposely rushed home to take care of it.”
 
“Not to worry my dear,” she waved him off. “How was work?”
 
“Long and exhausting,” He walked up the steps. “How’s the garden?”
 
“It’s coming along,” she smiled. “That new weed killer you got me actually helped.”
 
“Glad to hear it,” he nodded.
 
He opened the door allowing Ms. Santiago to walk through first. He needed a bit more time to prepare himself for what was waiting for him inside mentally. As he walked into the foyer area of the four-apartment townhouse, there it stood in a coffin size plain box.
 
As promised by the Real Doll Company, none of its labels would be placed on the package so that anyone would know where it came from, or what was inside. Only the CEO’s assistant’s name and a P.O. Box address was printed on the label for return address purposes.
 
“So whatcha got there Fredrick?” Ms. Santiago curiously asked with her hands on her hips.
 
Fred knew sweet old Ms. Santiago was also a bit of a nosey body. It wasn’t the first time she was known for peeking at her tenants’ packages. He was usually the second or third person she’d share her investigative gossip with; the first was his wife when she was home.
 
“Uh …it’s an adjustable book shelf,” Fred cleared his throat while recycling his fib. “I decided to do some organization upstairs.”
 
“It’s pretty big, what company did you buy it from?”
 
“It’s a custom piece I got off this site called Esty,” he moistened his throat conjuring up another lie.
 
Knowing that Ms. Santiago was an eBay warrior, Fred knew she could tell if the package came from an eBay seller with ease. He was pretty sure Esty.com was a site she never ventured. Nor could she prove if Fred was telling her the truth considering that the independent sellers that sold their custom work also shipped their items out using their personal means and labels. At least that is what he thought Mary had told him when she showed him the site.
 
“Etsy,” she nodded. “Need to check that site out. What’s the name of the spelling?”
 
“E.T.S.Y dot com,” He answered.
 
Fred walked over sizing up the box while analyzing the stairs to determine the best course of action to get it up the three flights to his apartment. He opted to use the push and slide system as he set his bag down.
 
The box had some weight to it, but it was still lighter than it looked. The wide corners of the stairwells also made it a bit easier to push it up the wooden steps. Ms. Santiago followed behind him carrying his suitcase, so he did not have to go back for it. She small talked him all the way up to his apartment. Using her spare keys, she opened the door, while he dragged the box in.
 
“Thank you, Ms. Santiago,” Fred wiped his brow with his sleeve. “If you don’t mind, I’d going to get cleaned up and settled in.”
 
“Of course,” she nodded while placing his bag down.
 
Fred caught her giving the apartment a quick scan, and prepared for the concern she wore on her face, and what she was about to ask next.
 
“Fred dear, if you want, when you go to work …I can come up and…”
 
“I appreciate that Ms. Santiago,” he stopped her. “But I’m quite fine. I just want to get settled in.”
 
Like Barney, she did not push any further.
 
“Have a good night,” she smiled.
 
“Thank you, Ms. Santiago, you too.”
 
He politely closed the door as she left, and gave a slight sigh of relief that she was gone. Looking up Fred saw what she saw.
 
The apartment wasn’t a disaster area, but it wasn’t a home anymore either. It was cold, functional, and in much need of a wipe-down as films of dust began to form in different places. The mail tray had piled up with magazines, junk mail, bank statements, and paper bills that were already paid.
 
Kicking off his shoes in the foyer area, Fred lifted and dragged the box further into the apartment in between the kitchen and dining room. He decided not to wait as he walked into the kitchen grabbing some scissors from one of the drawers, walked back over, and took his time carefully cutting the heavy duty packing tape from the box.
 
Within the box was a thickly padded foam casing. Setting the scissors down on the dining room table, Fred grabbed the top cover to the housing pulling it off. He then tossed it to the floor as he got a good look at what was inside.
 
It
looked as if it was sleeping with its large eyelids closed, or in some form of suspended animation. Fred leaned in using one finger to flick the eyelids up to both test them and give it some kind of life.
 
Underneath the simple white t-shirt and tight blue boy shorts he requested for it, it was quite curvy and buxom. He kept its appearance simple with a clear coat polish for the finger and toe nails. He huffed as a part of him began to regret his head choice.
 
He wondered if he should have gone with an actual human head as opposed to an anime one. Although it was correctly proportioned, the large brown eyes staring back at him gave him a slight shiver. Gingerly he reached in touching it. Instinctively he recoiled. The all too real feel gave him the willies. Taking a deep breath, he knelt down and touched the side of its face. The shiver came back, but he did not pull away. It's synthetic caramel brown skin felt soft and warm. He was expecting something cold with the feel of rubber.
 
Fred then moved from the skin, timidly running his fingers through its long curly hazel brown hair. Similar to her hair, it was the only thing that he requested for the Real Doll Company to duplicate from her pictures. Fred picked up the welcome package folder tucked within the box next to the doll opening it up. He sat there for awhile skimming through the maintenance manual and then the company’s recent sales catalog.
 
“Yeah, I don’t see myself making any future purchases,” Fred said to himself as he closed up the folder setting it down on the floor.
 
For a couple of minutes, he knelt in silence staring at its lifeless face attempting to compare its resemblance to the many female anime characters he had watched over the years. Bored with it already, he stood up leaving it within the box to begin dinner.
 
  Fred went about preparing his usual Thursday night meal. Waiting for the Chinese delivery man to show up and eat. For the rest of the evening, he flipped through channels while gorging away on takeout food now and then glancing at the box. Next, he flipped through his tablet answering both personal and work emails while looking at silly animal and Vine videos on YouTube until he felt fatigue setting in.
 
With a yawn, he laid his tablet on the table. Fred rose to his feet picking up his empty food containers dumping them in the trash receptacles. The rest he packed in the refrigerator full of other take out items he had purchased either earlier in the week, or last week.
 
Turning off the television, he made his way back over to the crate. Once again, he stood there just staring down at it. There was a bit of uncertainty running through him, a part that wanted to close the lid, seal it back up, return it and get his money back.
 
Slowly turning into his empty bedroom made up his mind.
 
Getting a good footing, he grabbed it by its hands pulling it to its feet. Remembering that it was equivalent to human dead weight, he managed to get it onto his shoulder performing a single shoulder fireman’s carry. He took his time moving it to the bedroom.
 
With a groan, he gradually set it down on her side of the bed. The joints were strong yet fluid as he moved it into a proper sitting position. Fred huffed as he realized his work wasn’t done. Lifting it up again slightly, he managed to pull the sheets from underneath it, and then began the task of repositioning it into a proper sleeping position. It was all from memory, from how she laid on her side with her arms, to how her legs were bent and parted, down to how her toes curled. A part of him was impressed with the detailed articulation it possessed.
 
Finally getting it in the pose he wanted, he closed its eyes and covered its lower half with the sheets.
 
 He took his time, as he went about turning off all of the lights in the apartment.
 
He removed his clothes down to his boxers, tossing them in the pile he made of other work clothes at the foot of their bed. He then went into the bathroom to brush his teeth.
 
Casting the entire apartment into darkness with the extinguishing of the lamp on his nightstand, Fred slid into the sheets next to it. Slowly he gripped it around its waist drawing it closer to him.
 
In the silence of the night, it took very little time for his tears to fall. He buried his face into its back to muffle the cries that would soon follow until he finally drifted to sleep.



CHAPTER 2

 
 
The next morning, Fred groggily awoke to the sound of his phone telling him to get up. He let off an irritated moan as he sat up to shut it off.
 
The alarm kept going.
 
Fred’s attention was averted from the motivational speaker’s drill sergeant voice telling him to “Rise and Shine” as he found the hand he was going to use to reach for his phone in a compromising position.
 
It was resting in between the bosom of his inanimate bed buddy.
 
What had him perplexed wasn’t the fact that his hands were in between its breasts. It was bound to happen eventually. It was that its left hand was in a closed position, holding in his hand.
 
What was also odd was the fact that it wasn’t in its original sleeping position he placed it. It was in a fetal position with its back pressed close to him. When did he reposition it during to the night?
 
He slipped his hand out from its grip and bosom giving his hand a look over. He then leaned over giving the doll a closer look. It looked like it was fast asleep as it lay there, which made the back of his neck feel hot for some reason.
 
Out of nowhere, its eyes opened causing Fred to let out a scream as he reeled back.
 
Grasping his heaving chest, he came to his senses. The eyelids were still in the sleeping position. It was all in his head.
 
“You’re going to take a lot of getting used to,” he muttered.
 
Fred rolled out of bed and went through his routine for getting ready for work. He hopped in the shower, urinating, washing, and brushing his teeth at the same time. Fred hopped out, to towel off, lotion up, and to rummage around to pull together clean work clothes. The mountain of funky clothes next to the side of the bed told him he had to do laundry at some point.
 
Finally dressed, he gave his new sleeping bedmate a final look before heading out the bedroom. Before he left, he made his usual Pop Tart breakfast with a side of black coffee and four sugars.
 
Grabbing his bag, he headed out the door, running down the stairs while praying not to run into Ms. Santiago. Safely making it out the door, he hopped into his vehicle and went to work.
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More rested than he had been for a couple of months allowed Fred to focus more on work. However, now and then his mind wandered back to what happened that morning.
 
“Dumbass,” he garbled to himself, as he shook the incident from his psyche.
 
It was a doll and nothing more he thought to himself. He felt foolish thinking it was anything but that. As he attempted to focus on the presentation on his computer screen, a knock on his open door took his attention away from his work.
 
“Bam and bam,” Barney stood with a grin on his face flashing two brand new comic books within standard bags with board covers behind them, “Regulators number one and the alternate cover signed by Jim Lee himself!”
 
Fred’s face beamed like a six-year-old as Barney walked in laying them down on his desk causing work to grind to a halt as he picked them up giving them a look over.
 
“Bro, these are off the chain! Thank you, man! What do I …?”
 
He stifled his question, as he saw the scowl that formed on his friend’s face.
 
“My bad,” Fred coughed.
 
“I should drag you across your desk for even asking that,” Barney shook his head in disgust.
 
He dropped down into one of Fred’s seats taking a load off, as Fred gratefully set the books down.
 
“Seriously, thank you, man.”
 
“Working on the Shiro account?” Barney inquired.
 
“Yeah,” Fred nodded glancing at his screen. “Going over and tweaking the spreads the team sent me, I think they’ll be blown away by our proposal.”
 
“How was the bookcase?”
 
“The what?” Fred furrowed his brows.
 
“The custom bookcase you ditched the comic book store and me to go home and put together,” Barney narrowed his eyes.
 
“Oh! The bookcase,” Fred finally remembered his fib. “It looks pretty good. It wasn’t that hard to put together.”
 
“What color is it?” A suspicious Barney began his interrogation.
 
“It’s unstained Birch wood,” Fred cleared his throat. “Mary always said light furniture brightened up the space. So, I went with that.”
 
Barney nodded halting his interrogation much to Fred’s relief.
 
“So, what do you want to do tonight?”
 
Fred and his eyes slowly met. Barney was prepared as he wore a visage of disappointment expecting to get shot down again.
 
“Barney …I’m not trying to be difficult man,” Fred lowered his head.
 
“I know,” Barney muttered while standing up, “Some other time.”
 
“No,” Fred shook his head, “How about tomorrow?”
 
“Fred, you don’t have to man.”
 
“No, I want,” Fred gave him an earnest look. “We can hit up End Zone; we haven’t been there in awhile.”
 
“Alright, bet,” Barney smiled. “Well, I got to get back and get some work done myself. Enjoy the books, that Jim Lee was the second to last one. I almost dropkicked Mickey Carson to get it.”
 
“Barney …” Fred leaned back in his seat with a stunned visage. “I told you to leave that boy alone; he’s only twelve years old.”
 
“He’s a pint-sized terrorist and a bully, acting like he runs Comickaze!” Barney defensively pointed at his friend. “His ass had to be humbled!”
 
“I can’t,” Fred chuckled shaking his head. “Go get some work done.”
 
Fred waited for his friend to leave before his smile dropped. He didn’t want to go out. However, Barney had done everything to be there for him. From giving him his space, to gradually suggesting activities for them to do, to not taking it personally when Fred shot him down.
 
He could give him one night out, especially for risking life and limb to get him his first issue comic books. One night in his mind would fulfill the debt and allow Barney to tolerate the next six months to a year Fred would shoot him down again.
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With the day ended Fred made his way home. He planned for another quiet evening of takeout food, becoming a couch potato, and catching up on whatever work he was unable to do in the office. He said goodbye to Barney and repeated his promise of them hanging out after work tomorrow.
 
His drive home was a usual quiet one, and he lucked out not running into Ms. Santiago this time. His wish to avoid her leaned more toward the guilt that he had to lie to her. She had been both kind and motherly to both him and Mary since they began renting from her.
 
Yesterday he was both embarrassed and had no way of explaining to someone the age of his mother why he purchased a life size female doll. Knowing that she was going to ask the next time he saw her, Fred began to formulate how he was going to sneak an actual bookshelf into the apartment so that he could show her.
 
As he walked into the apartment, his stomach began to turn. It looked and felt different.
 
As he dropped his bag at the door and walked around, something felt completely off to him. He began running his hand down his goatee while giving the place a look over. In plain view, everything looked normal to him, but in his gut, something did not seem right.
 
He finally chalked it up to nerves shrugging it off.
 
Fred walked over to the refrigerator flying it open to pull out a pitcher of water …and froze.
 
The bad feeling, he felt came back and intensified a billion-fold.
 
Inside the refrigerator, all of the cartons of takeout food along half-drunken bottles of soda that went with the food were gone.
 
What was also unnerving was that there were some mystery items Fred knew were in the back that he kept forgetting to throw out.
 
They were also gone too.
 
The only two items left within the refrigerator were the pitcher of water he was going for and a box of baking soda.
 
Fred slowly closed the door, and reopened it just to make sure his eyes were not deceiving him. The scene did not change.
 
His heart began to flutter as he stood up and made his way to his bedroom. He did not have to walk all the way through as his entire body became molten hot stopping him in his tracks.
 
The missing mound of clothes at the foot of his bed was the first thing to make his stomach turn in on itself. The fact that it was missing meant someone was in his room, which said they saw it. What made it worse was the doll was propped up and repositioned to sit on his properly made up bed with its legs crossed and the television remote in its right hand.
 
Fred first went to his dresser to find some of the clothes that were on the floor both clean and folded although not neatly. He then moved to his closet and found his remaining clothes hung up. His fear turned into irritation as he quickly narrowed down the culprit who broke in and tidied his apartment.
 
A bit calmer, he headed over to the closet which housed the double stack washer and dryer units they bought at Sears two years ago. Inside the dryer waiting to be hung up was a final load of his bright colored shirts. The irritation within him dissipated as he wiped his eyes from the mist forming within them.
 
She refused to stop looking out for him. Fred partially chuckled with embarrassment wondering what she thought when she walked into his bedroom, and how he was going to explain the doll to her.
 
With a huff, Fred rolled his eyes going for his phone. The jig was up. He had to get it over with and rip the bandage off. He also prayed she didn’t take pictures.
 
Hitting her name on his speed dial, Fred waited for her to pick up.
 
“What up broham?” a chipper female voice rung through the speaker of his phone.
 
“V,” he swallowed. “Were you in my house today?
 
“Say what?” His sister asked with a confused tone.
 
“V …look,” he sighed. “I appreciate what you did, but I keep telling you I can take care of myself. You don’t have to sneak into my house and …”
 
“Fred,” she cut him off. “I’m in Manhattan …I’ve been here since yesterday dude. You forgot I had to fly out here for the pitch meeting?”
 
A cold chill washed over Fred as the memory of their conversation popped him on the side of the skull. She was the only person aside from Ms. Santiago who had keys to his domicile which she fought tooth and nail to have so that she could check up on him. If she was in New York from yesterday, that left only one suspect capable of perpetrating this random act of kindness.
 
“Um …yeah,” he cleared his throat. “I remember …how did it go?”
 
“Better than I hoped,” she answered with a concerned tone. “I got the account. Fred, is something wrong? You alright?”
 
“Yeah V,” he came back while scanning his apartment again. “I’m alright; I think I just confused myself. Wow! Congratulations on landing the Niche-DG account!”
 
“Thanks, I had to work hard for this one, Mrs. Franklin loved my ideas. I’m out here for a month visiting with Hank and working from the New York office, you want me to …”
 
“I’m good sis,” he attempted to project a smile through his phone. “I just confused myself. How about we meet up when you get back and celebrate.”
 
“Okay.”
 
“Have a safe trip, I’ll call you tomorrow.” He promised.
 
“Yeah you do that,” she said sternly. “Love you.”
 
“Love you too.”
 
Fred’s back was soaked as nervousness seeped out of his pores.
 
The problem with Ms. Santiago being the only suspect was the fact that he knew she was a staunch Catholic. Even though she wasn’t that big of a prude to pull from the foul language armory, or go into a disturbing walk down memory lane of the lovers she had which included her husband, which at the time made Fred blush with embarrassment. He wasn’t sure she would react kindly to a doll mainly used for sexual purposes laying in his bed.
 
Nor did he believe she had the sense of humor or strength to move a doll that had human weight to it off the bed and position it the way it now sat.
 
It was something he was sure Veronica would do; unfortunately, his prime suspect had an ironclad alibi.
 
He had several good reasons not to run downstairs and interrogate Ms. Santiago. Unfortunately, he also had one good reason he had to.
 
Fred took his time walking two flights down to Ms. Santiago’s apartment. In his mind, he was configuring the right words and phrases to say to her. He would be able to tell from the look on her face the second she opened the door if he had to start looking for another rental unit or not.
 
Not that he believed she would kick him out for having a sex doll in his bed, but the embarrassment and weird looks he would have to deal with from her would be too much for him.
 
His stomach became a wet towel rung out as he stood at her door. He could hear her moving about due to her slippers over the sound of her television playing. His arm became lead as he slowly raised it. He gave the door three soft taps partially hoping she would not hear it.
 
“Who is it?” She asked.
 
“It’s Fred Ms. Santiago.”
 
“Oh Fred, coming!”
 
Nervous jolts radiated up and down his spine. Ms. Santiago’s enthusiastic tone brought a sick feeling to his gut. It became worse the minute the door opened, and he finally saw the look on her face. It was warm, pleasant, and very much happy to see him.
 
“How are you dear? How was work?”
 
“Uh, it was excellent Ms. Santiago,” Fred nervously smiled. “How are you?”
 
“I am doing quite well; I was in the middle of making dinner and getting ready for Jeopardy! How was putting up the new bookcase yesterday? Can I see it?”
 
“I was so wiped out from getting it up the steps yesterday,” he swallowed. “I decided to wait until the weekend to put it together.”
 
“Oh, okay,” she nodded. “Is everything alright?”
 
“Ms. Santiago,” Fred fretfully rubbed his bald dome. “Um, were you in my apartment today?”
 
“Why no,” she shook her head. “Is there something wrong?”
 
A spotless apartment he did not clean with laundry he did not wash made something wrong in his mind. He could tell however that good old Ms. Santiago was not the culprit.
 
“Uh, no …nothing at all, I think my sister Veronica is playing a prank on me and did not want me to know she came and cleaned up my apartment a bit.”
 
“Oh!” She smiled. “That would explain the music I heard coming from your apartment today!”
 
“You …you heard music coming from my apartment?” Fred cracked a panicky smile.
 
“Yes,” she nodded. “I think it was about eleven this morning. It wasn’t loud, but I heard it when I was heading out to run my errands. I assumed you were home for some reason. When I came back around one, it had stopped.”
 
“Yeah, it was probably my sister,” Fred covered up his concern with a bold face lie. “I’m going to head back upstairs and give her a call. Let her know the jig is up. You have a good evening.”
 
“Okay my dear, you too. And I can’t wait to see that bookcase!”
 
“You’ll be the first to see it when I’m done!”
 
Fred followed up his final lie with a wave as he walked away. He trotted up the steps until he was out of view. He stopped five steps up to his floor and gripped the guardrail as his body quivered uncontrollably.
 
“What the hell is going on?” Fred choked.
 
He pulled out his phone to give his sister a call again but stayed his thumb hovering over her name in the recent call section. His gut and common sense told him this was not her doing, and the last thing he wanted was to get her more worried than she probably already was halfway across the country. He slowly lowered his hand and walked up the final steps staring at his apartment.
 
He took his time walking back in, this time carefully inspecting everything. It was worse than he thought.
 
Someone had been doing a bit of cleaning. Counters were dusted and wiped along with the mirrors in the apartment. Fred checked the garbage receptacle for the missing food in the refrigerator but found only an empty fresh bag. It was then he remembered what Ms. Santiago said to him.
 
Whoever the cleaning perpetrator was no doubt tossed it down the garbage shoot at the end of the hall.
 
Nothing appeared stolen so it would be ridiculous to call the authorities.
 
As he stood in the kitchen without a clue as to how to handle this beyond bizarre situation, a sick and insane idea fell from the skies and cracked him in the skull.
 
His heart once again quickened as he headed back to his bedroom.
 
There was still one more suspect he did not check.
 
Standing in the doorway of his bedroom, Fred started back at his new bedmate still sitting casually on the bed. An icy chill raced up and down his spine as an indescribable fear kept him from entering his room. He felt as if it was staring right at him, or more so gazing into his very soul. Now would have been the right time for him to say that it was just a doll to reassure him. However, with no explanation as to who violated his space and cleaned it, his current situation had his mind flooded with all of the creepy movies he had either seen or heard about with dolls that became animated, and nine times out of ten began murdering people.
 
Before entering the bedroom, Fred went into the hallway closet and pulled out his spare Louisville Slugger bat. He inhaled some courage as he came to see whether he was crazy or not.
 
As he neared the bed, Fred began his interrogation by poking the doll in its chest with the bat. It caused the remote that was in its hand to fall from its loose grip and hit the floor. Fred scampered backward gripping the bat tight ready to swing as his muscles and bones began to rattle with anxiety.
 
He had seen more of his fair share of movies where the victim foolishly got too close and was sadistically eviscerated before they could blink. He wasn’t about to become a cliché today.
 
Moving to the foot of the bed, Fred looked down at a slant to inspect the doll’s feet. If it were running about the place, its feet would have been dirty due to the hardwood floor that he barely cleaned unless he spilled something.
 
Holding the bat by the barrel, he used the knob to bend the right foot back so that he could get a clearer look at its sole. A slight sigh of relief escaped through his nostrils, they were as clean as when he took her out the box. His eyes then narrowed in suspicion as he noticed Mary’s slippers which were still in their place next to her bedside.
 
It could have easily used them to move about the apartment to keep from getting its feet dirty. Grabbing the bat by its handle again, Fred held it ready to bash its skull as he carefully reached out, and turned its right-hand palm facing up to inspect it for grime.
 
He did the same with the left hand. They were just as clean as the feet with no sign of household labor on them. However, he thought to himself, it could have used the gloves in the kitchen to protect its hands, or washed them thoroughly in the bathroom sink.
 
There was only one other way to find out.
 
Fred slightly raised its hand up, while leaning in to give it a sniff test. At the last second, he released it taking a step back realizing what he was doing. He rattled his skull to get some sense back into it.
 
“What the hell are you doing Fred? It’s just a …”
 
In mid verbal thought, Fred became jolted by the sound of his apartment comlink buzzer.
 
“Who the hell?” He snarled.
 
He gave the doll a quick look and then stormed out of the bedroom back down the hallway to the comlink stabbing the button with his finger.
 
“Who is it?”
 
“Whole Foods delivery,” Came back a young man’s voice on the other side of the comlink.
 
“Wrong apartment.”
 
Before he could walk away, the comlink buzzed again.
 
“I said wrong apartment!” an irritated Fred barked while jabbing the button again.
 
“Are you Fredrick Garrett?” the young man yelled back.
 
“Yeah …” Fred’s voice softened a bit with bewilderment.
 
“Then this delivery is for you.”
 
He pushed the button to say something irate with a sprinkle of vulgarity.
 
He hesitated as he realized that the refrigerator was empty. Whoever threw out his takeout food was probably responsible for the grocery order, and cleaning his house. Finally, he would get a name, curse them the hell out, and then put this weird ordeal behind him.
 
“Hold on, I’m coming right down.”
 
He made sure to put the bat down leaning it against a wall in the foyer area before he headed downstairs.
 
˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜
 
Fred opened to door to see a young man in his earlier twenties with a clipboard in his hand wearing a Metallica t-shirt and worn blue jeans waiting for him with over ten bags of groceries on the stoop of the town house. He seemed both unfazed and slightly vexed by Fred’s visage that had not changed from upstairs which was a mixture of irritation and confusion.
 
Fred’s scanned the ten bags of food and other items at his feet before acknowledging the delivery man.
 
“What the hell is all of this?”
 
“Food delivery,” the young man sighed extending the clipboard. “Please sign here.”
 
Fred took the clipboard from him and took his time to find the purchaser’s name. His eyes widened which caused his heart to miss a beat. The order had his name as the buyer.
 
“This can’t be right, I didn’t order this,” Fred answered with a defensive tone.
 
“That’s not your username on the online info?” The delivery man asked.
 
As Fred continued to read, his eyes began to get blurry from the mist that formed.
 
“‘Garretsareawesome’ … was my wife’s account,” Fred lowered his head. “She passed away last year, and I haven’t used the account since. I don’t even remember the password. So, this has to be some glitch, or fraud, or something.”
 
“Oh …sorry to hear that,” the delivery man softened up a bit.
 
Fred quickly used his sleeve to wipe his eyes. As he scanned the paperwork again, his eyes began to widen in disbelief.
 
“This order was made this morning?”
 
“That’s what it says.” The young man earnestly nodded.
 
His heart began to beat faster as he also noticed that the last four digits of his American Express were used to place the order.
 
“Look if you didn’t make the order, I could just bring it back.” The delivery man coughed. “You can just call the store, and they will reverse the charge, I think it takes four to five days to go back to your account.”
 
“Uh …no,” Fred sighed shaking his head. “I was going to go shopping this weekend anyway …this just scratches one thing off my list. I’ll call my card company and get this sorted out when I get upstairs.”
 
With a signature, he took possession of the grocery at his feet and gave the young man a twenty-dollar tip for the hassle. He offered to help Fred bring the bags upstairs, but Fred politely declined. He then took his time carrying five bags in each hand up the flights to his apartment.
 
A partially out of breath and distraught Fred stood in his kitchen looking down at the order receipt and then at the bags. Penny size tears fell from his eyes as he massaged his forehead battling not to lose it. He prayed for someone to call, and say surprise it was them. Hurt replaced the fear, anger, and frustration within him. All he wanted was an answer.
 
“Look …whoever is doing this …please stop,” he sniffled. “It’s not funny anymore. Please.”
 
Fred took a moment to pull himself together, and used putting the groceries away as a distraction. It didn’t work as everything he pulled out was something she had bought.
 
Getting a second wind of anger Fred got on the phone with American Express to see if there were any other fraudulent charges on his card. As insane as it was for him to imagine at that point, he was hoping he was dealing with a remorseful hacker who sent him the food after running up his card.
 
It would not explain everything else, but he could at least chalk the delivery up to some crazy coincidence. Unfortunately, the representative checking the transaction for him three times could not find any other out of the ordinary charges except for the food delivery. For safe measure, Fred requested a new card with a different number and filed a fraud investigation.  
 
He thought about calling back his sister and forcing her to admit that she had something to do with what was going on. But as he played his argument to her in his head it did not make sense. Even if she hired a cleaning service to clean his apartment and gave them his key, it still did not explain the groceries. He never told her the username, and there was no way she could have reset the password because the password link would automatically be sent to Mary’s old e-mail address.
 
Not to mention Veronica had him beat in the cheapskate department. He knew she’d rather roll up her sleeves and clean herself before she shelled out money for someone to do something she was physically capable of doing.
In the end, he decided not to pursue it. Not only did he not want to start an argument with his sister, but he also did not want to worry her. He sensed he did enough of that during their conversation earlier in the evening.
 
He made himself a simple bowl of whole wheat spaghetti and vegetable pasta sauce for dinner and vegged out to television to take his mind off what happened. Now and then he’d give the place a quick look around as if someone was watching him.
 
Fred stayed up for as long as he could fight off sleep. He left some of the lights on this time before retiring to the back. As Fred walked into the bedroom, a scowl came over his face as he remembered it was in there sitting on the bed, still staring at him. He envisioned himself hurling it into the hallway and slamming the door shut.
 
Then he remembered how much he paid for it. That he would be giving whoever or whatever it was that was doing this to him the satisfaction, even though he honestly did not have a clue what was happening to him.
 
Fred opted to roughly set it down for bed like he did last night. He was close to breaking the eyelids as he flicked them closed.
 
 He then removed his work clothes placing them in the hamper instead of the floor in front of the bed. Turning off the bedroom light on his side of the bed, he slipped in between the sheets and forcefully grabbed it around its waist pulling it close to him.
 
He became blinded once again by warm, silent tears as he gripped the doll as tightly as he possibly could.
 
“You’re just a doll,” he whispered in its ear, “just a stupid doll.”



CHAPTER 3

 
“Holy fucking shit!”
 
Were the first words to come out of Fred’s mouth as he awoke the next morning to the sound of his alarm going off.
 
It was hard to say it with his heart in his throat.
 
Despite last night’s disturbing events, Fred slept peacefully once again only to wake up to something even more disturbing.
 
It was staring right at him.
 
More correctly it was resting on top of him with its right leg entangled in-between his legs nuzzled against his chest …looking at him. What was even more troubling was somewhere in the middle of the night, he began to hold it ever so lovingly in return. Fred did not know what bothered him more, its large brown eyes looking back at him, or the fact that somehow during the dead of night he moved it into a lover’s embrace, their embrace.
 
In the back of his mind he wanted to fling it off the bed, but once again remembered the couple thousand dollars he spent on it. He opted to slide from underneath it and leaping out of bed.
 
He stood there staring at it as it lay lifeless on its back.
 
He then checked himself to make sure no funny business accidentally went on during the night. There were no signs of discharge from him, or wet spot on it, and his boxer shorts were both on and dry. Fred stood there with his mind flooded with questions attempted to filter them out with reason.
 
“Nothing happened,” he huffed. “It feels like a real person, a real woman. So, you ended up hugging it. That’s all, you got carried away.”
 
He used this reasoning to grant him courage as he edged back over to it to get a closer look. He gave its left breast a poke and then a tight squeeze. He then followed up by giving its left thigh a hard slap.
 
No response.
 
With a reluctant nod, he was satisfied with his examination. He then glanced over at his phone to check the time.
 
“Shit, I got to get to work.”
 
He rushed stripping off his shirt and underwear as he ran down the hallway into the bathroom diving into the shower stall to do a toothbrush and wash to get ready faster and out the door. His task, however, became involved as his mind wondered to how he woke up. For a split second, he was almost sure he saw an expression on its face. For a split second, it appeared as if it was watching him sleep.
 
Fred forcefully shook himself to his senses. He began to get angry with himself for apparently losing it. In his mind, Fred knew it was just damn doll and nothing more. He mentally admonished himself to stop all of the foolish thoughts running through his head and to pull himself together.
 
As he began contemplating the pros and cons of purchasing the doll and if he should return it, he felt the hairs on his body stand on end.
 
As if someone was watching him.
 
It was an overpowering feeling that made his legs shake and his heart pound so hard it felt as if it would burst through his chest cavity. The atmosphere in the room became so hefty he ended up involuntarily relieving himself in the shower, he was now ninety-five percent sure someone or something was in the bathroom with him because its presence was making his body vibrate with fear.
 
A naked, afraid, and alone Fred willed his terrified body to spin around to confront who or whatever was in the room.
 
He unleashed a bloodcurdling scream as he saw a figure dart away through the frosted fogged up windows of the glass shower; it was the combination of seeing a shadowy image and hearing the steady thumping of footsteps on the hardwood floor that freaked him out.
 
Fred groaned clutching his tailbone. The sudden shock of what he saw jolted him back causing him to smack against the tile and shower knobs. He slowly rubbed the small of his spine which took the brunt of the hit as he turned to shut off the shower completely.
 
The pain became secondary as he remembered what caused him to become startled in the first place. Fred gingerly pushed open the door snatching up a towel wrapping it around him. He moved towards the entrance of the bathroom on the tips of his toes.
 
“Who’s out there? I said who the hell is out there?”
 
He made sure his voice was loud and forceful, even though he was shaking like a wet leaf. From what he heard the sound of the alleged footsteps went toward his bedroom. The heavy feeling he felt in the shower was in the hallway. It was as if he could feel the very air around him.
 
It intensified the closer he got to his bedroom.
 
He paused to collect himself and build some real courage. He used it to catapult himself into his room to get the drop on whoever or whatever was there. Once inside Fred quickly spun around with his hands up ready for anything. Except for the crushing feeling that was still present, the room along with the entire apartment was eerily silent. A soaking wet Fred slowly turned to the human size doll lying on his bed. It was where he left it, face up on its back. Fred moved to her side of the bed edging closer to it. He took his hand waving it in front of its face.
 
Nothing.
 
He poked it again, this time in its right cheek, then directly in its right eye.
 
Still nothing.
 
A scowl formed on his face as he glared at it.
 
“Buying you was a friggin bad idea.”
 
There was no denying that because of the doll he got two good night’s sleep. But the cost of it was heart stopping paranoia and the constant feeling that he was in a cliché horror movie when he was awake. It was making him feel uncomfortable in his own house, which was pissing him off.
 
As he went back to contemplating the fate of his bedmate, his eyes glanced at the silver sterling clock on her night stand.
 
“Shit, I’m running late.”
 
The doll and whatever what going on in his apartment or with him had to take a back burner to get to work. Fred rushed to dry himself off, throw on some deodorant, body lotion, and his clothes. He grabbed his phone and personal effects tossing them into his bag before rushing out the door. Because of the shenanigans that went down, he did not have time to make his breakfast and lunch and would have to buy something out on the street.
 
Or so he thought.
 
Fred was going to be late.
 
In the center of their dining room table, was his red lunch pail that Mary bought him for his first day of work … That he stopped using after that day. The same lunch pail stored in one of the bottom cabinets in the kitchen. Fred’s heart began beating to the levels of a rabbit being chased by a fox as he timorously edged towards the lunch pail.
 
He lifted it first before opening it. His emotions along with his stomach were in the middle of a hurricane swirl. The weight he felt meant there was something inside of it.
 
Fred’s right eye began to twitch as he set it back down on the table. He was nearing the border of nervous breakdown land as he just stared at it.
 
His mannerism became robotic as he popped the latch and slowly opened the lid praying to see a severed hand or snakes spill out. At least it would officially signify that he was certifiable. Instead, he saw something else that made his blood boil.
 
Inside was a neatly made turkey sandwich on whole wheat bread, a small tin of Pringle sour cream potato chips, a tangerine, and a small bottle of water.
 
Fred’s eyes began to glass over as the rage within him began to grow.
 
“Goddammit, Ms. Santiago!”
 
He marched toward his door heading to her apartment again. He didn’t care how bad it looked cursing out a senior woman, or if it caused him to get evicted. He did not know how she did it, but she was the only logical culprit, the only one he ever told when she asked him what was in his lunch box one day. Now he was going to tell her to stay the hell out of his life and apartment once and for all for however long he would be renting even if it meant bringing her to tears.
 
As he flew the door open, an ice-cold chill ran through his body as terror began to swirl within him.
 
The door only opened partially.
 
It was due to the thick security door chain that was still on. The apartment also did not come with an outside fire escape ladder. It was the reason Mary ordered two rope ladders on eBay keeping one in the living room, and the other in the bedroom.
 
Unless Ms. Santiago was a ninja or a magician, there was no way she came in and made his lunch.
 
The terror running rampant through him became physically painful as he slowly turned looking at the lunch made on the table, then down the hallway to his bedroom. The heaviness that was in the hallway and bedroom had now enveloped the entire apartment.
 
“Fuck this …fuck this.” He quivered.
 
Fred scrambled grabbing his bag and car keys. Almost ripping the security chain off, he flew the door open and slammed it shut the second he exited as if something was chasing him. His entire body would not stop shaking as he quickly locked the door, and backed up falling against the wall in the hallway.
 
Fred was officially scared.
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Fred drove to work in a daze, no longer concerned about getting in late.
 
He sped walked through the office barely acknowledging co-workers and his team as he made a beeline to his office. His fast answer excuse was that he had a conference call he had to jump on.
 
Whizzing past his assistant with just a, “Screen my calls,” Fred entered his office locking the door behind him. He dropped his bag onto the floor, fell into his chair where he sat silently in a catatonic state knowing that in a couple of hours Fred had to go home, there was no explanation of what happened, and if he told anyone they were not going to believe him at all.
 
In the middle of his dread filled thought, a knock at his office door broke him out of his trance of terror where he clutched his chest teetering near heart attack cliff.
 
“I’m on a conference call!” He roared.
 
“I’m sorry Mr. Garrett,” his assistant Gwen nervously answered from the other side of the door. “I tried to get you via Instant Messenger, but you have not turned it on yet. Mr. Bronson is looking for you, and asked that you come to his office when you have a minute.”
 
“It’s okay Gwen,” he swallowed. “I’m sorry for yelling, it wasn’t toward you. Please tell him I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
Fred bent over in his chair clutching his skull while attempting to catch his breath. It was official; even he could not refute it. He was having a nervous breakdown.
 
“You got to keep it together man,” he said to himself. “You got to keep it together.”
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Fred pulled it together long enough to meet with his boss Mr. Bronson, and discuss the updates on the Shiro account he and his team was working to secure for the company.
 
For the majority of the day until lunch, he stayed in his office and did not work. He instructed Gwen to clear his calendar except for the mandatory two o’clock meeting he could not get out of. His justification was that he had several projects he had to catch up on, but the truth was that fear stunted his productivity.
 
His mind could not put what happened when he woke up in a box. What bothered him most was the lunch box. Now and then his eyes glanced at the time either on his computer or iPhone. He could always work late, stay in a hotel for the night. But he knew he had to go back home and deal with what was going on. He sat there trying to rationalize what happened.
 
It was possible that he moved the doll while in his sleep. As a result of being startled by the doll, he started to imagine hearing and seeing things. That made far more sense than the thought of his home being possibly haunted. Now all he had to do was solve the lunch box incident, and the fear would go away.
 
Maybe he made the lunch last night and forgot, he thought to himself, or maybe he made it in his sleep. As he muttered the sleep theory under his breath, it instantly sounded ridiculous. Even thinking it looked stupid, which only left him making the lunch last night, and forgetting he made it. It was the only explanation that made sense.
 
The problem was Fred could not make himself believe that was what happened. He wasn’t that far gone that he did not remember that he made himself lunch, especially placing it in that particular lunch box. And if Fred made the lunch last night and forgot, it would be in the refrigerator, not on the table, and because Fred was running late, he did not have a chance to go into the living room to take it out. And then there was the matter of the door chain still being attached to the door solidifying the fact that he was the only one in the apartment that night into the morning.
 
His final theory had fallen apart, and the terror he attempted to dissipate came back with the power of a tsunami. The thought of staying the night in a hotel began to sound better and better to him when the obvious idea popped into his head.
 
The doll, it had to be the damn doll.
 
 Everything went from zero to one hundred percent weird the day the doll came into his apartment.
 
Fred reached into his bag and pulled out his tablet knowing that the clues he was searching for would be both inappropriate and traceable via the company server. He was researching Real Dolls, the people that owned them, and if any of them had any past issues with them. He was putting the lunch incident on the back burner and focusing on the things he could explain.
 
He still believed that whatever happened in the shower was in his head and the result of him being freaked out by the doll that morning. So, the question was, did he move the doll while sleeping, or was there a way for the doll to move by itself. His search produced several adult video sites and forums of people having sex with their dolls, some YouTube videos, and even movies with the Real Dolls.
 
He stuck to the rated R and PG-13 sites and forums and grabbed his headphones to listen to the YouTube videos, even though his office door closed.
 
It was then while listening and watching a video documentary on Real Dolls that he came across something interested.
 
“Son of a bitch,” Fred muttered to himself.
 
Two hours later, Fred stood under the hot summer June sun next to his car making a phone call in the company parking lot. He took a late lunch ensuring that majority of his coworkers had returned from lunch and were in the office so no one could hear the conversation he was about to have.
 
After going through the prompts, and listening to an oldie rock tune, he finally got a live operator on the line.
 
“Real Doll, this is Annette Blair speaking. How may I help you?”
 
Fred quickly scanned the parking lot one final time to make sure he was truly alone.
 
“Um, hello…my name is Fred Garrett,” he swallowed. “I … purchased one of your dolls …but I think you guys sent me the wrong one.”
 
“Oh, my goodness, I am so sorry,” she said with great concern, “Can I get your full name again please?”
 
“Fredrick Garrett, the first name is spelled F.R.E.D.R.I.C.K, and my last name is G.A.R.R.E.T.T.”
 
“I have your account up, we’re sorry about this mix-up Mr. Garrett. We will get this cleared up for you right away. Can you please provide me with more detail, the model number or name of the doll you currently have, any distinct features?”
 
“The problem is not the look …it looks how I exactly wanted her to be made …it’s the body.”
 
“She was created with the wrong type of body?” Annette tried to decipher.
 
“The body is the way I want it,” he sought to explain quietly. “But …I think you gave me one that moves, and it’s creeping me out.”
 
An uneasy silence came over the phone. Fred believed she was searching her computer, or about to transfer him to a different department that could handle his issue.
 
“Um …Mr. Garrett,” Annette asked with a hesitant voice. “Did you just say we gave you one …that moves?”
 
“Yeah … I believe you did,” he answered with a bit of sternness. “I just wanted a regular doll, not an android, or robot …”
 
“Mr. Garrett,” she politely cut him off. “We’re currently experimenting with installing Cybernetics in our dolls, but we’re not in the stage to bring one to production yet. Our current research is centralized creating an A.I system and a head to allow our dolls the ability to talk, make facial expressions, and interact with people. We have not moved to the realm of full body movement yet. So, there’s no way there could be any electronics or robotic parts in your doll Mr. Garrett.”
 
Fred’s throat became dry, while he felt a nauseating shiver run up his spine. It was because he could tell by her voice that she was telling the truth. It did not stop him from asking an absurd question.
 
“Could you have accidentally given me one of your prototypes by accident? Put the head on the wrong body?”
 
There was a large bulge in his throat as he attempted to rehydrate his esophagus while waiting for her to answer.
 
“Your doll was a custom job Mr. Garrett, which means it, was built from scratch,” Annette kindly explained. “So, no stock body was used to make your doll. Matt gifted that to you instead of giving you a stock body. If you like I can transfer you to him so that he can explain further.”
 
“Yes, please I would like to speak to him.”
 
“Sure Mr. Garrett,” Annette maintained her professionalism. “Just give me a minute and …”
 
“No.” He verbally stopped her. “On second thought …forget it. Don’t bother.”
 
“Are you sure Mr. Garrett? We are here to help.”
 
“Yeah … it’s okay.” He unconvincingly reassured her. “It’s the first time having a doll like this. I might have over reacted. It’s very life like and can feel like there’s another person in my house. Sorry for bothering you.”
 
“No worries Mr. Garrett, as I said we’re here to help,” reiterated Annette.
 
“Thank you,” Fred half smiled. “You have a good day.”
 
Fred hung up and stood there feeling worse off than how he felt earlier that morning. If the doll was not mechanized, it only left two options. It was spooked, or he was finally cracking up. Neither option boded well for him.
 
 “Yo, Fred!”
 
The boisterous greeting from behind caused him to spring forward emitting a yelp while clutching his chest and almost dropping his phone. He turned around fuming at the culprit.
 
“What the hell Barney? You scared me half to friggin death.”
 
“What the hell are you jumpy about?” Barney narrowed his eyes while scanning him up and down.
 
“Nothing man,” Fred looked away.
 
“You came all the way out here to make a phone call?”
 
“It was a private call,” a shifty eyed Fred answered back.
 
His answer further bewildered his husky best friend.
 
“A private call you couldn’t make from inside your office?”
 
Fred caught himself from saying he didn’t want someone barging in on him. He could have locked the door.
 
“I wanted to get some fresh air too!” He snapped. “What do you want?”
 
“It’s almost ten minutes until our two o’clock with Bronson, remember?”
 
Fred glanced down at his phone confirming the time.
 
“Oh shit,” he nodded. “Sorry, let’s go.”
 
As he advanced to head back into the office, Barney stepped into his path holding a hand up.
 
“You alright man?” Barney asked with genuine concern. “And don’t give me any ‘Of course I am’ crap. You’ve been held up in your office all day, people heard you snapping at Gwen this morning, and now you’re out here as jumpy as a June bug on a hot plate making cryptic phone calls. What the hell is up?”
 
“Nothing, are we still going out tonight?”
 
Fred used a question he knew Barney wanted to hear to deflect from giving a full-on explanation he was not prepared to give.
 
“Hell yeah!” Barney nodded enthusiastically.
 
“Good, we’re taking your car, right?”
 
“Of course,” Barney motioned to his beastly red and black Dodge Charger Hellcat that was two cars down from where they stood.
 
“Okay, then you can follow me home so I can drop off mine.”
 
“Alright then!”
 
Barney energetically clapped and rubbed his hands together.
 
Fred’s move was tactical. Not only did it get Barney to drop his line of questioning that Fred did not want to get into in the parking lot, but it was also a way to get him to his apartment, and talk to him about what had been happening on his terms.
 
“So, let’s get to this meeting before Bronson sends a search party for us.”
 
“You need to apologize to Gwen,” Barney playfully popped him in the shoulder. “That girl has been good to you!”
 
“I did! I’ll follow up with some flowers or a plant tomorrow.”
 
For the rest of the work day, Fred did his best to put both the fear he felt and strange events of the past two days aside to get some actual work done.
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As agreed upon after work, Barney followed Fred home to drop off his vehicle and work bag before they went on their outing.
 
It was easy to get him to come upstairs. Since the funeral, Barney only visited twice. The reason being Fred either did not offer for him to come and hang out, or he gave some reason which was either a lie or truth why he did not want company.
 
Barney eagerly took the bait to both see how his friend was living and to get some normalcy back into their relationship.
 
As they walked through the door, Fred’s heart beat sped up while the hairs on his back stood to attention. Fear had once again gripped him over the unknown that had taken over his apartment even with a brute like Barney at his side.
 
“I see you haven’t managed to burn the place down,” Barney observed. “So, where’s the multi-functional bookshelf? Fred?”
 
Fred never heard Barney’s question as he stood wearing a face full of fright.
 
From where he stood, he could no longer see the red lunch box which he left on the counter while darting out of the apartment in fear for his life that morning. 
 
“Fred? Fred!” barked a concerned Barney.
 
Calling his name, the third time with a raised voice shook Fred out of his trance and almost out of his skin as he turned to him.
 
“You aight man?”
 
Without a word, Fred rushed to the refrigerator flying the door open. Sure enough, sitting on the top shelf minus the lunch box was the food that was packed inside of it that morning. He slammed the door shut, and began flying open cabinet doors looking for the lunch box.
 
“Dude! What the hell are you doing?” Barney asked while walking into the entrance of the kitchen.
 
Fred didn’t answer him as he continued his search. He only had to fly open three cabinet doors to find it. It was in its original spot, the place she used to put it when Fred brought it home after work. Handling it as if it was an explosive device, he picked it up and placed it gingerly on the island counter.
 
He then flipped the latches open and flew the lid while holding his breath to find nothing inside. As his heart continued to beat out of his chest, he turned with widened eyes to Barney.
 
“Did you leave something in there?” Barney asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
“No,” Fred shook his head. “I …I need to show you something.”
 
“Okay.”
 
“It’s in the bedroom.”
 
“Alright,” Barney nodded.
 
Without a word, Fred walked out of the kitchen heading to the bedroom with a loyal Barney bring up the rear. The crushing feeling, he felt that morning was not there, but it did not ease the stressful tension building up in his neck and shoulders.
 
His legs became weak as he stopped in the doorway of the bedroom. Once again, the room was straightened out and the bed made. It sat once again on its side of the bed with its legs crossed minus the television remote this time …waiting for him.
 
“Holy shit!”
 
A startled Barney coming into the view of the bedroom reeled backward clutching his chest.
 
“What? What did you see?” A terrified Fred fell against the bedroom door entrance.
 
“Who the …?” He was about to ask until he got a better view. “Is … is that a doll?”
 
“Yeah,” Fred nodded. “It’s a doll.”
 
He walked into the bedroom past Fred to get a better view. Standing at the foot of the bed with his thick mitts on his hips, Barney tilted his head to give it a good look over, while Fred remained cowering in the hallway.
 
“Well I feel insulted,” Barney snorted.
 
“What?” Fred asked while poking his head into the room.
 
“Dude, it’s not the first time I’ve been blown off for some pussy,” Barney turned glaring at him. “But you’re gonna lie to me over some rubber pussy?”
 
“It’s not like that …” Fred answered while stepping into the bedroom.
 
“I mean she looks banging,” Barney gave his approval. “It’s one of those Real Dolls, right? So, did you break her in yet, and if so how many …?”
 
“I didn’t buy it for that!” Fred furious snapped at him. “I bought it …because I couldn’t sleep.”
 
Barney shut down his humor as he turned to give his friend his full attention.
 
“I haven’t had a good night sleep in almost a year,” Fred dropped his gaze to the floor. “Sleeping pills, warm milk, and stupid relaxation music, nothing worked. I even changed the fucking mattress. I saw a video of this guy from Japan, whose wife died. He never got used to sleeping alone, so he bought this life size doll to help. I figured if it worked for him, it could help me. So, I bought it, so I could…”
 
“So, you could get some sleep,” Barney finished his sentence.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Okay,” Barney turned back to it giving it another look over. “Well aside from the whole big eye look, she’s not the worst thing you can curl up next to. So, what’s the problem? It’s not working?”
 
“I’m sleeping better,” Fred swallowed. “But for the past two days …some weird shit has been happening.”
 
“Like what?” Barney asked turning back to him.
 
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Fred shook his head.
 
“Like what, you being haunted?” Barney smirked.
 
Fred raised his head giving his friend a frightened irritated look, which made Barney choke on his smirk.
 
“Alright,” Barney motioned. “Let’s go out and talk about this.”
 
“Barney …”
 
“Hey!” He held up a stern finger to Fred. “You ain’t welching out of us going out over some alleged spook! If what you’re telling me is true, this is the last place you want to be tonight! We’ll go to the End Zone, you tell me what’s been going down, and we’ll figure this out, alright?”
 
Fred glanced at the doll, then at his friend imposing his will under his roof. He nodded giving in and walked out of the room with Barney following. As they exited the apartment, a bad feeling washed over Fred as he turned once more looking down the hallway to his bedroom. For some unexplainable reason, there was a tiny part of him that did not want to leave.
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Twenty minutes later, Fred sat in front of Barney with a pitcher of beer, a basket of steak fries, and some burgers spilling his guts. He left nothing out as he broke down the weird events that had taken place at his house since the doll arrived.
 
Barney sat there absorbing all the info, asking two separate questions for clarification purposes. Fred leaned back in his seat having finished his run down, while Barney folded his arms tucking his chin into his chest to process what he just heard. He then threw out his first question.
 
“Fred … is it possible that you could be pulling a Tyler Durden?”
 
“Say what?” Fred asked with a perplexed expression.
 
“Hear me out,” Barney held up his hand. “You admitted you haven’t been sleeping for the past year. It could be possible that you’re unknowingly doing these things while you are asleep.”
 
“What about what Ms. Santiago said she saw?”
 
 “You said Ms. Santiago heard someone coming from your apartment, she did not see,” Barney corrected him. “You live in between two tenants on the second and fourth floor; it could have been one of them she heard.”
 
“I knew you wouldn’t believe me,” Fred lowered his gaze to his mug of beer.
 
“Brah, I was born and raised in New Orleans, Louisiana before my parents dragged me to the land of sun tan and Gin and Juice,” Barney glared at him. “Which happens to be the biggest spook state in the entire U.S of A. Not only am I the one person capable of believing you; I can tell you shit that would strip several shades off your black ass.”
 
Fred answered Barney’s comment with a semi-obnoxious eye roll.
 
“So, I’m not saying I don’t believe you. What I am saying is it’s better to consider all the scenarios before jumping to the conclusion that you are haunted, that’s what the Ghostbusters would do.”
 
“Okay Venkman,” Fred leaned forward. “So, by your assessment, my only option is to go home and wait till I’m dragged out of my bed one night and into a closet to have god knows what done to me.”
 
“Or we could head down to Walmart after this, and get some of those mini surveillance cameras that connect to your phone,” Barney responded before taking a sip of the beer in his mug. “We put one in your bedroom, the living room and the kitchen, and then you can stay at my place tonight.”
 
“What are you going to tell Cynthia?”
 
“Please,” Barney snorted while rolling his eyes. “Like I need to give her any explanation as to why you are coming over. She either acts like she’s either married or gave birth to you.”
 
“That’s not something I wanted to hear,” Fred shook his head wearing a disturbed visage.
 
“Oh, it’s harmless you little bitch,” Barney retorted. “We’ll tell her I had little too much to drink, and so you drove me home, which means you need to stop drinking right now.”
 
Fred leaned back in his chair and nodded giving into Barney’s plan.
 
“So how long should we run this experiment?”
 
“Two, three days tops,” Barney shrugged, “More than enough time to deduce if you got Annabelle sleeping next to you.”
 
Fred answered Barney’s joke with an ice-cold blank expression.
 
“A, that’s not even funny …B, don’t ever call it that again.”
 
Barney sheepishly agreed, before taking another sip from his glass.
 
“It was a little funny,” he got in before the sip.



CHAPTER 4

 
 
Fred only lasted two of the three planned days he was supposed to stay at Barney and Cynthia’s home. It wasn’t the fact that for two straight mornings he woke up to a curious three-year-old little girl who wandered into his temporary room with a bright grin staring at him while he slept, or the million and one questions Cynthia subtly pelted him with that was getting more on Barney’s nerves than his.
 
 He was able to even to withstand his godson innocently asking him if he was still sad and missed Aunty Mary.
 
What Fred couldn’t take any longer was the fact that he could not sleep. His insomnia had returned with a vengeance granting him less than three hours sleep each night. It was so bad that he had to carpool with Barney just to get a couple more minutes of sleep time before going to the office.
 
His desire for a decent night’s sleep trumped any fear of an apparition haunting his home, whose only offense was cleaning his house, ordering groceries, and making him lunch.
 
Not to mention there was zero activity of any kind since he began monitoring the apartment. During the morning in his office, lunch break, and after work, he and Barney would replay the feed running on his tablet to find anything that would qualify as credible haunting only to come up with nothing.
 
The doll did not move an inch from its spot on the bed, nor did any of the furniture. Part of his exhaustion attributed to analyzing near twenty-four-hour video footage looking for even a light to flicker only to come out with zilch.
 
Fred began to believe that Barney’s over the top assumption was not that far-fetched. Maybe he was sleep walking and cleaning without even knowing it. Maybe he ordered the groceries and did not realize he did it because he was so fatigued, Fred started to see a sliver of possibility that he made his lunch the night before, and forgot that he took it out that morning due to him rushing.
 
Even though he did get two good night’s sleep before the incidents and staying at Barney’s house, it had been almost a year of back to back sleepless nights.
 
 Externally he appeared to be fine, but internally on a physical and mental level, he was breaking down. He realized he had to repair his ship before Fred crashed and burned with no possibility of recovery; to do that, he had to go home.
 
˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜
 
After work, Fred told Barney he was going home. Barney, in turn, both respected and didn’t challenge his decision. They drove back to Barney’s house to collect his car, and for him to both say thank you and goodbye to Cynthia and the kids. She reminded him about Ethan’s birthday in a couple of weeks, and to please keep in touch.
 
“So, what are you going to do when you get home?” Barney asked while walking him to his car.
 
“I think I’m going to get rid of the doll.”
 
“Really?” Barney asked with a raised eyebrow while folding his arms.
 
“Yeah,” Fred nodded. “It’s probably all in my head, but all the weirdness began to happen when I bought it. I don’t need something to make me more messed up than I already am.”
 
“You’re going to returning it?”
 
“Can’t,” Fred shook his head. “They don’t take returns for health reasons, even though I never touched the thing like that, and two, it was custom made from their Hybrid line. I’m going to have to try to get my money back selling it on eBay or something.”
 
“How much did you drop on that thing?” Barney inquired.
 
“Around twelve thousand,” Fred calculated off the top of his head.
 
“Holy shit!” Barney choked while giving him eyes of disbelief. “You seriously spent that much on a damn doll?”
 
“It’s just money,” Fred shrugged. “You can’t take it with you.”
 
“Well, throw some this dude’s way the next time you decide to be frivolous!” Barney threw up his hands.
 
“Yeah …yeah …see you at work tomorrow.”
 
“You sure you’re going to be alright man?” Barney followed up with sincere concern in his voice.
 
“I’ll be alright,” Fred reassured him. “I’ll text you when I get home.”
 
They ended their conversation with a handshake and hug. As Fred hopped into his vehicle backing out of the driveway, the fear he had from three days ago began to set in again.
 
It started with a tiny part of his mind wondering if he was walking into an ambush when he got home.
 
A disgusted Fred cursed and admonished himself for having such thoughts, forcefully reminding himself that everything he had been experiencing was all in his head, a mental break due to lack of sleep.
 
As he did so, he took his time getting home.
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Forty minutes later, a worn-out Fred made it into his apartment. His vision became fuzzy the last ten minutes on the road. He shook out the cobwebs and picked up the speed to make it onto his block safely.
 
Now in his apartment without getting into a long conversation with Ms. Santiago, Fred wanted nothing more than to collapse face first into his bed and go comatose.
 
There was just one big problem.
 
The crushing feeling, he felt the morning before the lunch box incident was back, and it was rattling his bones.
 
However, a tired Fred wasn’t terrified Fred, but a severely pissed off Fred.
 
“No! No!” He roared. “This is all in your head! All in your friggin head! Enough!”
 
He stomped with purpose heading to reclaim his bedroom. Seeing it sitting on his bed as if it was the Queen of Sheba only made his blood boil. Fred stormed over to its side of the bed, set it up lifting it into single shoulder fireman’s carry, and hauled it back into the living room. Remembering it was still an over twelve-thousand-dollar item he had to resell, he dropped it as carefully as possible into the box it came in.
 
He stood there looking down at it with a foul, hateful glare.
 
“Worst fucking thing I ever bought. Your ass has got to go.”
 
For the rest of the night, Fred was determined to get back into his routine.  
 
Finally giving into fatigue, Fred shut off all the lights in the apartment before heading into the back. He didn’t even give the doll a second look as he trudged to his room. Fred stripped out of his work clothes and was about to head over to the hamper to drop them in. With a snarl, he defiantly slammed them down onto the floor in front of the bed.
 
After brushing, gargling, and spitting, he shut off all the lights in his bedroom and slid underneath his sheets.
 
“I ain’t afraid of no damn ghosts,” he muttered to himself, “Because they don’t exist.”
 
˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜ ˜
 
That night, Fred both exhausted and frustrated lay in his bed unable to sleep again. He was unclear whether it was due to fear he was fighting desperately to suppress, or the fact that he was alone again. For about the umpteenth time he turned over glancing at the Sterling clock on her side of the bed. It ticked away as it read 12:15 in the morning. A small part of him was tempted to go outside for it. What little sense he had left smacked him across the face. Too much weird stuff had gone on since he brought it home. In the morning, he had to get rid of it. It may cost him sleep again, but that was what medication was for even though he did not want to go that route.
 
Fred huffed in frustration as he rolled back over facing his side of the room staring at the wall. He slammed his eyelids shut fighting to go to sleep.
 
What he got was something far more terrifying.
 
Sleep paralysis.
 
Or in his case awake paralysis.
 
The atmosphere in the room became weighty again, as his entire body locked up. The only movement available to him was his eyeballs, which flailed around wildly while he screamed within his skull. It was not the first time he had sleep paralysis, his constant lack of decent sleep brought it on. After the first three instances, he learned to cope and ride it out until he eventually came out of it.
 
This
was different.
 
This time it felt as if he was being crushed and suffocated.
 
Fred closed his eyes and concentrated on calming himself down. He still had control of his lungs and breathing, so he took steps to slow it down. It would be over soon, Fred thought to himself. He just had to endure it for a bit longer, and it would be over.
 
He could feel himself feeling a bit better despite his predicament.
 
Until he heard it.
 
His ears picked up a loud rustling commotion from the living room followed by a hefty thud.
 
The first thing he lost control of was his heart beat.
 
Next to follow was some considerable shuffling and then …footsteps.
 
Or what he believed to be footsteps.
 
Steps
that were moving from the living room and making their way down the hallway, he did not need to guess their final destination as he once again fought to go to the point of giving every functioning muscle in his body a severe case of spasms.
 
 Words like terrified and horrified were childish adjectives to how he felt at that moment. There wasn’t a word in any language that could describe how he felt as time stood still trapping him with just that sound getting louder and closer to his ear.
 
It had the sound of something slapping against the hardwood floor, like bare skin. It was slow and clumsy, but not heavy. It was also taking its time, which made Fred’s ordeal all the more torturous.
 
Fred became a little boy again, abandoning the futile attempt to move, he closed his eyes wishing for the bad thing getting closer to go away.
 
The sound finally stopped when it reached his doorway.
 
The next thing he heard was the clicking his door made when it unlocked, and the groaning of the door hinges he kept forgetting to oil. He did not need to look up as he felt the presence of something standing in the doorway.
 
Within his head, he whimpered, as he could not even pull the bed sheet over his head for some imaginary comfort or protection.
 
Time froze within itself as he could feel whatever was at his door staring at him. Fred could not process what was worse; that he could not see what was at his door, that he wanted to see what was at his door, or how terrified he was that something was at his door. It also did not help that his mind became flooded with every first person real time cam or recorder ghost horror movie he had ever seen which had a sad ending for practically all of its victims ninety-nine percent of the time.
 
Just as he began to recite the Lord’s Prayer in his mind in hopes of warding away evil, the footsteps began again, moving to his side of the bed.
 
In his paralyzed state, he braced himself the best he could for the end, which was taking its time to get there.
 
The footsteps this time for some reason were now slow, almost timid as if the entity approaching him was trying to creep up on him. It almost irritated him considering his compromised position.
 
In his mind, he screamed, “Stop fucking around and get it over with already! Shit!”
 
His perturbed demeanor disappeared as it now stood at the foot of his bed.
 
The suspense
was sure to murder him before the specter or demon in his room did as his heart was on the verge of bursting within his chest.
 
As it moved closer, the first thing he thought he felt which caused his entire body to spasm involuntarily was claws.
Lightly touching his foot, and slowly gliding up his right calf leg to his thigh. He felt everything through the thin layer of eight hundred thread count sheet covering him. It was toying with him, applying barely any pressure to cut him open, but just enough for him to come to terms with the fact that this was happening. Something was in the room with him.
 
Finally, it was in front of him.
 
He braced himself for the growling and heavy panting before it pummeled him into a bloody pulp, snapped his neck, or folded him into a lawn chair severing his spine.
 
That was the best-case scenario considering that it could very well leave huge gaping claw marks within him so that he could agonizingly bleed out until someone found his body a day or two later.
 
Making peace with his fate, he used the last bit of strained eye strength he had to get a final glimpse of the wraith now standing menacingly over him.
 
Finally, he caught a glimpse.
 
Boy shorts.
 
Very familiar blue boy shorts that were attached to curvy synthetic hips and thighs that should not be able to move.
 
A tiny part of him was not even surprised, more so disgusted, which he displayed by fluttering his eyes.
 
“Just great,” he thought to himself. “Of all the ways to go out, I get the Bride of fucking Chucky package.”
 
Fred still in control of his breathing exhaled, as he prepared for his throat to be slit or his skull to be caved in by the weighty lamp on his nightstand.
 
Instead, he was assaulted by something far more horrifying.
 
A clumsy backhand gently caressed the side of his face.
 
Fred began to wheeze and cough heavily. He mentally prepared for everything but what was happening to him right now. He wanted to roll away or fall off the bed, but his frame was still not under his control.
 
The sensual attack forced uncontrolled tears from his eyes, while all the hairs on his body stood on end as his muscles went into uncontrollable spasms again. His sanity was slowly slipping away from him as he could no longer comprehend what was happening to him.
 
As quickly as the touching began, it ended as the room filled with the heavy wheezing sound of an anguished Fred attempting to catch his breath, while the presence in front of him strolled away.
 
It did not wander too far as it took its time making its way from his side to her side of the bed.
 
Fred’s wheezing came back a billion-fold, knowing full well what was coming next.
 
His body convulsed as warm summer air came in underneath the bed sheet. A locked jawed Fred finally squeezed out a pathetic groan as he heard and felt the creaking of the bedsprings due to the weight being applied to it.  
 
He could not wipe his blinding tears, Fred continued to groan as it slid in behind him, and began to cuddle and spoon him. All he could do was whimper as he felt lips kissing the back of his neck, and a hand finding its way underneath his t-shirt caressing his abdomen and chest. It gave him one final kiss on the back of his neck before leaving its head buried within his back as it kept him ensnared within its’ lover’s embrace.
 
Trapped within his prison, Fred screamed and wailed within his mind.
 
“Why are you doing this to me? Why? Who are you?! Tell me! Who are you?!”
 
 An emotionally wrought Fred still unable to move finally surrendered to mental and physical fatigue as he slipped out of consciousness from the ordeal. 



CHAPTER 5

 
Hours later, Fred awoke in excruciating pain due to panic muscle spasms inflicted onto himself from his torment early that morning. He did not bother to even look at his phone as he was sure it was late in the morning, possibly closer to noon. Although he once again had control of his body and appendages, he was too weak to move.
 
Not even the feel of it still holding him was enough to pump adrenaline into his veins to fire him out of bed, which was the text book response to being felt up by an apparition in the middle of the night. Feebly he pulled its hand from underneath his shirt and took his time to roll over and face it.
 
His first inclination was to either fling or boot it off the bed as hard as he could. Three factors prevented this from happening. One was that Fred still lacked the strength to kick or throw anything. The second factor was that one percent of his logic still reminded him how expensive the damn doll was. He could scratch any possible resale if he happened to damage it in a fit of violated rage. The final factor that stayed his hand as he gazed at it with hefty eyes was the fact that it appeared to be sleeping.
 
Fred too worn out to be afraid pulled the doll closer to him using the side of his face and other senses to check for breath or a heartbeat.
 
The fact that he found neither disturbed him.
 
“Oh shit,” he muttered.
 
Remembering that he was officially late for work, Fred rolled onto his back stretching out his free hand to grab his phone off the nightstand.
 
With eyes halfway shut, he opened up his phone, went to his recent calls, and selected his assistant’s work number. He took a deep breath as he contemplated the fib he intended to tell her once she picked up.
 
“Hey, Gwen.”
 
“Are you alright?” Her voice came back with concern. “I got your e-mail this morning. Barney stopped by here twice looking for you.”
 
“My e-mail?”
 
“Yeah, you sent it at 6:30 this morning. It says you weren’t feeling well and would call in later.”
 
He gave his bedmate a quick glance and then rolled his eyes.
 
“I pulled my back last night,” Fred answered with a genuine moan while thinking on his feet.
 
“What happened?”
 
“Was trying to move my loveseat and I lifted wrong, took some pretty strong painkillers last night, and ended up oversleeping. I think I might head to the doctors in an hour, is anyone else of importance looking for me?”
 
“No, Mr. Bronson is en route to his meeting in France. Are you still coming in for your one on ones and the staff meeting?”
 
“No,” Fred mumbled. “Please clear my calendar and reschedule my one on ones, and get Matthew to cover the team meeting. Tell Barney I saw his calls and messages, and I’ll speak to him later. Unless it’s Bronson himself, take a message please.”
 
“Got it,” she acknowledged. “Feel better.”
 
“Thanks, Gwen.”
 
With a slide of his thumb, he ended the call and tossed the phone back onto the nightstand. Still drunk from fatigue, he rolled back onto his side pulling the doll closer to him as he drifted back to the land of slumber.
 
“Thirty more minutes …” Fred muttered to himself. “Thirty more minutes …then I’ll figure …this out.”
 
Before he went comatose again, he was sure he felt it slide its leg over his leg, and pull itself closer to him burying its head in his chest. He was confident he felt a soft kiss on his left breast. He returned the sign of affection by kissing it on the forehead before his world went black again. Whatever was happening had to wait until he was more rested to deal with it.
 
For now, it was not hostile.
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Several hours later Fred woke up from his slumber alone and fully rested. He was still a bit stiff, but the pain he felt earlier had subsided. He sat up on the bed leaning against the bed’s metal headboard.
 
He picked up his phone to see a slew of text messages, and voicemails, mostly from Barney, and that it was almost eight in the evening. He let out a frustrated sigh. Even though he had slept the day away and got some much-needed rest, his sleep time was now off. The last thing he needed to become was a night owl.
 
That had to wait as he read a text conversation he apparently had with Barney. One that he knew he did not write because he was in the land of sleep at the time. From what he read Barney who was both livid and concerned wrote that he was coming over to check on him. Fred, however, answered back reassuring him that he was fine and that he promised he would either call him later or see him tomorrow.
 
It was then that Fred finally noticed that his bedmate was not in bed with him and that the lights were on in his bedroom, and the hallway. He also saw his house clothes were neatly laid out at the foot of his bed.
 
Slowly he got out of bed and stretched to atrophy out of his muscles. The sound of rustling in the kitchen startled him a bit. He put on the long sleeve gray shirt and black sweat pants while noticing that the work clothes he threw down on the floor in a tantrum were no doubt in the clothes hamper where they were supposed to be.
 
Fully clothed and awake, Fred began to pace his bedroom wondering what to do next. It was a toss-up between going outside, calling the police or a priest.
 
He wasn’t afraid, but he wasn’t brave either, and the one thing he knew was whatever it was outside was not human, even if it used to be one. There was no way of knowing its intentions toward him.
 
“Think man, think!” He thought to himself. “Barney …call Barney!”
 
Before he could take a step to his phone, his ears picked up a sound that would cripple his heart.
 
Sia’s “Fire Meet Gasoline” softly poured from the surround system and filled the apartment. It made Fred clutch his chest, it was the last song that they danced. Without thinking, he turned on his heel and ran out of the room as his mind took him back to that day.
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He was returning from an over four-hour business trip in Los Angeles and had endured the hell that was L.A. traffic and sweltering weather that soaked his clothes until they clung to his body like a miserably wet second skin. He came through the door searching for the relief of an ice-cold shower. The sound of music blaring through the door put him in an even fouler mood as he had to tolerate the constant droning of car horns for about an hour.
 
Fumbling with his keys, he managed to get the door open, trudging through he prepared to use a voice several octaves over the music to politely ask her to turn it down.
 
He never found his voice.
 
It was silenced by the sight of her gliding barefooted across the room in his t-shirt that looked like it was swallowing her. The sunlight just amplified her beauty. Suddenly his clothes didn’t feel that sticky, his headache faded away. Kicking off his shoes he found his rhythm, the little that he had, and made his way over to her. She never broke character as he grabbed her waist and pulled her close to him.  Instead, she raised her arms and grasped the back of his neck. With eyes still closed she fell into him matching his rhythm. Finally, she spun around on the tips of her toes wrapping her arms properly around his neck. She nuzzled his nose and pecked his lips into a deep kiss.
“Welcome home.” She serenaded into his ear.
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A broken-hearted Fred blinded with tears and drowned by memories of better times managed to find his way to the living room.
 
She stood waiting for him, with her hands clasped behind her. Wearing the same t-shirt and shorts she had on that day. Muffling his cries, Fred had enough strength for one more step.
 
He watched as she decided to close the gap. She kept her head down while her long brown curly locks covered her face. Her steps were slow, awkward, and creepy.
 
“I want to say your name,” Fred got out. “I want to say it so badly …but I’m afraid …I’m so scared …it’s not you.”
 
She stood before him and extended her finger writing softly on his chest. With each stroke of her finger, he wailed in agony.
 
She wrote, “Welcome home.”



CHAPTER 6

 
Fred went to work the next morning eager to get home.
 
Last night, not a word was said, nor any direct eye contact made.
 
After holding each other for what felt like forever, she calmed him down wiping away his tears, sat him down at the dining room table and made him a simple turkey sandwich with chips, and a glass of water due to it being late.
 
She then shuffled about the place tidying up, first closing up the oversize box the doll came in, and moving it closer to the foyer. It was hard for Fred to eat as everything she did brought salty tears to his eyes. Now and then she’d walk by to either rub his back or wipe his wet face. Fred powered through making sure he finished the sandwich she worked so hard to make him.
 
She
went on for about an hour and a half until she started taking off the lights in the apartment, placed his plate and glass in the sink, and took his hand leading him back to their bedroom.
 
She undressed him, and then she undressed.
 
Fred sat on the bed and watched as she went into her dresser drawer and pulled out her yellow bunny print pajama set putting it on. There was a slight issue. She was not formerly top heavy, so she had to leave part of the top unbuttoned.
 
She then went into his drawer handing him his plaid pajamas to put on.
 
She made her way to her side of the bed and waited for him to make his way to his. They got in at the same time turning off the lights. She then reached over him grabbing the television remote from his nightstand turning on the flat screen mounted on the wall. She switched the channel to Pix 11 in the middle of Seinfeld.
 
Tossing the remote on the bed, she touched the side of his face pecking him on the lips before settling in. They silently snuggled with one another watching the back to back episodes and then Friends until Fred fell asleep.
 
The next morning, he woke up to the alarm on his phone going off, and his chest being gently kissed and rubbed. Before it went from sensual to sexual, she stopped placing his phone on his chest and then rolled out of bed leaving him flustered with morning wood. Before he could ask what had just happened, his phone buzzed. Still waking up, he picked it up squinting to read the message.
 
“You have to go to work, I’ll make your lunch and breakfast.”
 
“But I was going to call in,” Fred said while sitting up on the bed with infant's eyes.
 
His phone buzzed again with another message.
 
“You can’t call out twice with the Shiro account on the line. I will be here when you get back. We can talk then.”
 
“Okay,” Fred answered with a cracked voice.
 
The cracked voice was an omen to him bawling hysterically.
 
In his hysteria, he did not realize that his outburst startled her.
 
As Fred rocked and blubbered where he sat, she hurried over to him. He grabbed her around her waist gripping onto her pajama top for dear life as she rubbed his back to calm him down.
 
“Don’t leave me again!” He wailed. “Please …don’t leave me again.”
 
With soft peppered kisses on his face and lips, she got him to calm himself. She promised to be there when he returned home, so with some reluctance, he agreed to go to work.
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Sure, enough as he entered the office, he was battered by questions, mostly by Barney who sat in his office giving him a full-on interrogation.
 
“So …you threw your back out …moving your sofa?”
 
“Yeah,” Fred nodded while shifting in his seat. “Actually, it was the loveseat.”
 
Barney wore a stank face as he took a long annoying sip from his coffee mug.
 
“What Barney?”
 
“Nothing,” he sarcastically smirked. “I just got a whiff of bullshit, that’s all.”
 
“It’s probably your upper lip,” Fred sneered.
 
“What’s with all this pep?” Barney asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
“I’m in a better mood because I slept for almost twenty-four hours,” Fred leaned forward.
 
“So, you’re just going to pretend like your little bitch ass wasn’t scared shitless to go home these past two days because his dolly was out to get him?”
 
“Why don’t you say it a little louder,” Fred scowled. “They didn’t hear your ghetto white trash ass in DC.”
 
 “I’ll walk out this bitch screaming it at the top of my lungs,” Barney threatened him. “So, what happened?”
 
“It was all in my head,” Fred shrugged. “It’s quite fun to play with once you …”
 
“Hold up …hold up,” Barney stopped him. “You were playing with it? What type of playing?”
 
“None of your damn business, the point is I realized it not haunted. It’s just a doll, nothing more.”
 
“Why do I have a feeling you threw your back out, but not by lifting no damn loveseat?”
 
“Don’t you have work you need to get to?” Fred inquired with an annoyed tone.
 
“I do have a call in ten minutes,” Barney got up. “This conversation will be continued.”
 
Barney paused holding a finger up to ask one more question.
 
“She’s on the pill, right?”
 
“Get out my office,” Fred threatened while reaching for his stapler.
 
  A chuckling Barney playfully trotted out of his office closing the door behind him. Fred now finally by himself sat there with a stomach full of thorny knots processing what happened last night, that morning, and what would happen when he got home that night. Fred sat drowning in a well of fear and happiness, his office was the last place he wanted to be on that day.
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For most of the day, Fred became a clock watcher. His eyes were transfixed either on the clock on his computer, his phone, or his actual watch. Everything else became secondary to him, as his mind and insides swirled with a mixture of anxiety and fear of whom or what was waiting for him when he got home. What scared him more was the fact that he was dying to go home.
 
It would have continued that way until his phone buzzed with a message.
 
“Quick dicking around and work, people are counting on you! And make sure you take your lunch!”
 
His eyes widened while his heart produced rabbit beats as he slowly scanned his office.
 
“Mary?” He lightly whispered.
 
He got back no response as an eerie silence blanketed his office.
 
Coming to grips with the fact that a specter was possibly watching him, Fred rubbed his hands together, and forced himself to work with the motivation that whatever it was would be there when he got home.
 
He stayed focus throughout the day and took his lunch as told. He remained an extra fifteen minutes longer than he wanted to answer questions and delegate responsibilities in preparation for the Pre-Shiro pitch meeting with Bronson. Fred wasted no time as he shut down his system, grabbed his bag, and speed walked out of the office. His final obstacle was Barney who intercepted him.
 
“Hey, where the hell are you rushing off to?”
 
“Home,” Fred cleared his throat. “I got to go home.”
 
“For what?”
 
“There’s this new show I want to watch.”
 
“What new show?” Barney narrowed his eyes in an interrogative fashion while folding his arms.
 
 “It’s that limited series on HBO,” Fred scratched his head, “The one about the woman who gets executed for killing her husband, and comes back to life with superpowers.”
 
“The First,” Barney nodded. “There’s like six episodes out already.”
 
“I was going to binge watch it tonight.”
 
“You sure you going to watch it,” Barney grinned. “Or get a little workout in …you know …get your pump on?”
 
Fred’s face said he wanted to smack him across the face with his bag. Barney read it clearly and backed up a bit.
 
“Okay, so why don’t you swing by my house,” Barney offered. “We can watch it in my …”
 
“I also got some work to catch up on,” he cut off his proposal, “and I’d rather see it without a commentary.”
 
“Ouch,” Barney answered with a semi-hurt expression.
 
“Dude, you can’t help yourself.” Fred gave him an impatient scowl. “Remember when you went to see Captain Omega before me?”
 
“Okay, okay.” Barney held his hands up. “But there will be a quiz tomorrow.”
 
“Got it.”
 
Fred rushed off heading through the door. Had he turned around, he would have seen the slightly sad and concerned look on his friend’s face as he watched him rush off. Unfortunately, Fred’s mind was no longer concerned with the living. He focused on getting home to the ghostly entity that he prayed was still waiting for him.
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Thirty minutes later, after driving five miles over the speed limit, and frantically searching for a decent parking space, Fred bolted up the stairs of the townhouse apartment praying not to run into anyone who would impede his ascent with small talk. He counted his blessing as he choked and gasped finally arriving at his door.
 
Fred took a minute to collect himself, straighten out his disheveled attire, and re-stoke some of the courage that was slowly dying down. It was the realization that he still had no idea who or what was inside his apartment.
 
He swallowed as he neared his door; the spikes from the thorny knots in his stomach had increased in size. Sweaty hands made him a bumbling idiot with the keys and then the lock. As he finally got it open, he pressed his head against the door sucking in some dry air. He realized that he could have just had a mental break that he rushed home to nothing. It was possible that last night, that morning, and what happened in his office was all in his head, nothing more.
 
The message that he looked at once more on his phone told him otherwise.
 
Slowly he pushed the door open, creeping into his own house. Half way through the door the scent of good food made the hair stand on every part of his body. Something that would make a person with common sense run in the opposite direction quickened his steps as he entered, then closed and locked the door quickly behind him. He almost tripped over his bag which he dropped on the floor trying to get to the living room. Finally getting there, he braked in his tracks. He felt like a kid who got up on Christmas day.
 
She was waiting for him.
 
There she sat on the sofa in one of her knee-high summer flower dresses that he loved because they revealed much leg to him, especially when she sat cross legged, which she was.
 
She had been busy, as he slowly turned to see that the table set and further cleaning and organization was done to restore the apartment back to its former glory before he turned it into a semi-disheveled widower pad.
 
“So how does this work?” he nervously asked.
 
Out of nowhere, he felt his iPhone buzz. He pulled it out on instinct to read the words.
 
“Go change.”
 
“Okay,” he nodded.
 
He took his time getting there while keeping hawk eyes on her as he walked down the hallway. All he wanted to see was her stir an inch. Finally, in the bedroom, the door partially closed with no assistance from him. It was then that he heard it, footsteps. His heart began to pump triple time again as his mind raced a million miles per second. His legs became weak as his ears picked up the sound of the oven opening followed by the clanging of pots, and spoons plating food.   
 
Gingerly he cracked the door to get a clearer listen to the sounds coming from the kitchen. The door closed forcing him to back pedal. His phone went off again.
 
He quickly pulled it out to read the message.
 
“Get out of your damn work clothes …now.”
 
A terrified chuckle came over him. He obeyed shedding them off and placing them in the hamper. He then threw on his house clothes that she set out for him. He took a seat on the bed, and patiently waited, listening to the footsteps that slapped against the wooden floor. He no longer cared if he was going crazy; he could sit there listening to that sound forever. The buzz of his phone shook him from his trance. Picking it up from the bed, he eagerly read the words.
 
 “You can come out now.”
 
He rubbed his hands together and sprang off the bed to his feet.
 
He came out to see her now sitting at the dinner table in her seat. Strolling over to the table, he already knew what was made just by the scent. She made lamb with all the trimmings. For sides, there were candy yams, breaded macaroni and cheese that she made from scratch, and because she was a drill sergeant about his diet a huge heaping of Caesar’s salad with balsamic vinegar for dressing also made from scratch. 
 
Fred sat down with welled up eyes. Although his sight and smell were communicating to him that this was happening, it was more than he could process.  
 
“Whoever you are,” he fidgeted, “you’re not pretending to be my wife, and then planning to do me like Paranormal Activity. Are you?”
 
His phone buzzed again. He glanced down and read.
 
“Shut up and eat …salad first.”
 
With a nod, he complied dishing out some onto his plate and then taking the carafe of balsamic vinegar drizzling it over his salad. As he picked up his fork, his phone buzzed again.
 
“There are rules that must be followed, some with no exception. If they are not met, I will leave, and never come back.”
 
“Like what?” He swallowed looking up at her.
 
“There are certain things, about where I am, that I can never talk about to you. And you cannot ask me why, or push the issue, are we clear?”
 
He agreed with a nod. He went to work on his salad; sadness came over him as he realized there wasn’t a plate set in front of her. He turned to his phone which came alive again.
 
“I know what you’re thinking. It’s okay, just eat.”
 
Fred wiped his eyes with his sleeve and worked through finishing off his salad for her. He then started putting food on his plate making sure to take a small portion of everything to try. His first sample of the lamb threw him into a bit of a coughing fit forcing him to grab the glass of water in front of him.
 
“What’s wrong?” His phone buzzed.
 
“Nothing,” Fred cleared his throat. “A tad bit spicy is all.”
 
“Sorry,” she answered. “I can’t taste my food anymore.”
 
“No, it's okay,” he quickly answered with a smile. “It still tastes good.”
 
He went back to eating, this time prepared for any unsuspected surprises. Aside from the breaded macaroni and cheese being a bit salty everything else was as he remembered it.
 
He made sure to look up so that she could see his genuine smile as he enjoyed every bite. He hurried a bit woofing down his meal desiring to converse with her more. He wanted to know what happened to her.
 
Creepy awkwardness snuck into the room as he set down his utensils after finishing his meal. He had been contemplating how to phrase his questions without violating her rules or upsetting her.
 
“So, are you in there?” Fred fidgeted with the question, “Or all around?”
 
“Can be anywhere,” she texted. “But I have to inhabit the doll to do things.”
 
“So, you’re not like Patrick Swayze.” Fred nodded. “Without the doll, you can’t move things.”
 
“Can move things, but cannot carry.” She answered. “Soul very weak without a body, some dolls can be secondary houses to real bodies, but take a lot of energy and concentration to move.”
 
“So how come you can’t move now?” He asked his next question.
 
“For some reason, direct eye contact makes it hard to concentrate,” she answered. “I can only move when you’re not looking directly at me.”
 
“Can’t you show me?” He nervously asked. “I just want to know I’m not going crazy.”
 
A long pause came after his request. He figured this was when reality would kick in, and he would realize that the conversation he was having was all in his head. He was somehow texting himself, cleaned up the house, and had cooked the food he was eating. That he was sleep deprived and became some pathetic version of Tyler Durden attempting to convince himself that his dead wife was manifesting herself through a life size sex doll.  He was prepared to wake up when his phone once again buzzed.
 
“Look down.”
 
He moistened his throat as he readied himself, and stared down at his plate. The hairs stood on the back of his head as he heard the sound of her chair slowly screeching backward. Next to follow was the creaking of the seat as she grasped the armrests to help her stand. His heart sped up again at the sound of barefoot slapping against the hardwood floor as she took a step. The sensation of hearing it in the same room with him was entirely different from hearing it from their bedroom, each awkward step that she took caused the muscles in his body to spasm as he felt her getting closer.
 
His entire body had locked up as she now stood over him. Her presence near him was overwhelming and made him want to leap out of his seat to get some distance.  His right leg proceeded to uncontrollably twitch as he sat there torn between the inability to comprehend the phenomenon standing next to him, and the fact that he was enjoying it.
 
As fear and excitement continued their slugfest within his being, another text appeared on his phone.
 
“Place your hand on the table.”
 
A chill ran down his spine as he slowly obeyed.  Minor spasms jolted parts of his torso and neck as her hand came into view and slowly came down covering the top of his hand. Gradually with a bit of awkwardness, she began to caress his hand. Once again, it was soft and surprisingly warm to touch. He had to admit, the creators of Real Doll were masters of their craft.  The next thing he felt was her other hand rubbing the small of his back.
 
His body began to tense up again as he knew what was about to follow next. The old nose nuzzling to the neck followed by a kiss made him spring from his chair with back arched as he emitted a high-pitched groan while getting some much-needed distance from her.
 
“Time out!” He requested using the hand gesture while dancing on the tips of his toes, “Time out! I’m sorry. I need a minute to process all of this.”
 
He realized his phone was still on the table.
 
“Um, could you just sit back down,” Fred gestured. “Please.”
 
His heart quickened again as he felt and heard her head back to her seat. Fred straightened himself up and took his time to saunter back over to his seat as if he was not that badly affected by the experience. He looked down to see a message waiting for him.
 
“Are you alright Mr. Garrett?”
 
“I'm all right,” he flatly answered back, remembering her wit for banter. “Next question, my sleep paralysis last night, was that you?”
 
“No,” she answered. “That was brought on due to your lack of sleep. I figured if I could get you to calm down and relax, you would come out of it.”
 
Fred gave a semi-sincere nod accepting her answer for now but had a follow-up question for her on his tongue.
 
“If you are Mary …tell me something that only you and I would know.”
 
It took less than a minute for her to answer.
 
“Ass rot.”
 
Fred’s head dropped in embarrassment as a smirk formed on his face at the word. He waited to see if she would elaborate more. His screen began to fill with words.
 
“The first summer in our first apartment, the crack of your ass got sweaty and itchy for some reason. And you being you scratched and scratched at it until it got raw down to the skin.
 
I only noticed it when you turned over in the bed, and there was a streak of blood in your boxers like day two of a period.
 
So, after pulling down your boxers and almost fainting from the funk that rocked me, I ordered you to take a shower.
 
Then I had you lay across my lap in the bed as I spread your cheeks apart and applied alcohol which caused you to scream bloody blue murder. I then put hydrogen peroxide on for good measure and then put on Bacitracin with my bare finger. Finally, I covered it with a bandage that I had to change every day until it healed.
 
You said to me what I did was real love, and I agreed with you.
 
We both swore we’d take the incident to our graves.”
 
She finished the story with a laughing emoji, which caused him to burst out into a chuckle. It quickly switched to sobs which he muffled with his mouth as his tears fell.”
 
“I’m so sorry,” buzzed a message on his phone,
“I didn’t mean to upset you.”
 
“It’s okay,” Fred answered while he pulled himself together. “It’s not your fault that is something no one else would know.”
 
“So, question,” she texted her inquiry. “Which Anime slut whore was you thinking of when you oversaw the design of this body?”
 
“Say what?” He nervously jumped.
 
 “The doll,” Another message instantly flashed on the phone, “Seriously? I drop dead, and you decide to live out one of your sick fantasies to screw a cartoon?”
 
Fred’s mouth was on stuck for half a second realizing how easily he walked into her verbal attack.  The dispute on whether his Mary was sitting before him was becoming less and less.
 
“No! No!” he stuttered. “That’s not what happened!”
 
“I mean Jesus, I knew you were a ‘tits and ass’ man, but this is ridiculous. You know how long it took me to find a way to fit into this dress?” Another message popped up, “Thank you for at least giving it my hairstyle and color.”
 
“That’s not it,” he stammered. “I just picked what was standard with that type of doll. I also didn’t remember … I didn’t know …”
 
“What I looked like?” Popped another message on his phone, “Wow, all these years, my little figure left so small of an impression on you, even with all of the pictures we took together.”
 
“That’s not funny.” He gripped the table. “You know I couldn’t get enough of you.”
 
“I’m just saying,” his phone lit up. “If I were a grieving wife, and decided to purchase a life size doll for some ‘comfort,' I’d want it to look as close as possible to my deceased husband. Not something out of the “Legend of the Overfiend.” How would you like it if I got a replica of Idris Elba with a rod as big and as thick as a baby’s arm?”
 
“I’m didn’t want something that looked like you!” He blurted out in frustration.
 
His body shook when he said it.
 
“I brought the pictures,” he swallowed as he stared at his plate. “Plenty of pictures, I pulled them out, they could have made an exact copy of you. At the last second, I didn’t do it. I couldn’t do it. It would have been too much,  I just didn’t want to sleep alone anymore … I just needed …”
 
“I was there. I saw everything.” A message popped up stopping him. “I understand. I was just ribbing you like old times.”
 
The visage on his face revealed he was not in the joking mood. It was down the middle between heartbreak and the belief that he was on the brink of insanity.
 
“I prefer this too,” she continued. “I don’t think I could take looking in a mirror and seeing a doll version of me. And think of all the cool role-playing we can do.”
 
He glanced up a bit to see her hands cupping her breasts and pressing them together in the cliché manner done in dozens of ecchi anime shows. She stopped realizing it was not making him feel any better.
 
“I’m sorry,” another message popped up.
 
“It’s okay,” he sighed.
 
Awkwardness returned to the room, as the two now sat there unsure what to say to one another. Fred began to realize that this was uncharted territory for the both of them. From what he saw without making eye contact with her, she was just as distressed as him as he watched both her head and shoulders hunch over a bit.
 
The air in the room also changed becoming a bit chilly.
 
He thought of another question to ask. He wasn’t sure if it would alter the mood within the dining room, but it was something that had been sitting on his chest for quite a long time that he needed to know.
 
“Um, the day you died,” he fumbled. “Did you … feel any pain?”
 
“Yes,” she answered. “But only for a little while.”
 
“What happened after that?” He nervously asked.
 
“I was there and not there. I saw me under the car.” she texted. “I then felt and saw this warm white light and voices coming from it.”
 
 “Did you walk toward it?”
 
“I did,” she replied. “But then I stopped.”
 
“Why?” He raised his head.
 
“I heard you screaming.”
 
Fred glanced away for a minute, as sadness crept into his mind taking him back to that day. He remembered everything else except the part when people claimed he was screaming.
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It was a Saturday in November, almost four months since they got back from their honeymoon in Hawaii. Mary had received a significant advance on her second novel, and wanted to celebrate by getting some things for the house, and upgrade Fred’s wardrobe which she always complained was a bit outdated.  They made a day out of it getting up at 9 a.m. They had breakfast at Peet’s and then went to a couple of furniture and appliance stores. By 11:45 a.m. she had bought him an Xbox and took him to the Gap to buy a couple pairs of jeans and shirts, they then stopped at a Starbucks to get some iced coffee.
 
The light was red. Both of Fred and Mary’s hands were full as they carried their bags and drinks heading back to the car. Mary stepped off first trotting in front of him. She then turned to tell him to hurry up when it happened.
 
He could still feel the force of the vehicle as it whipped past him. The sound of the blow and crunching bones was violently carved forever into his eardrums.
 
Two of the bags she had been carrying was up the street. Fred could not see her from where he stood. So, he walked over to the driver side, where the driver sat frozen in her seat still clutching her Smartphone in her hand.
 
He looked down to see her face down underneath the vehicle. The life was already gone from her eyes, while blood poured from her cracked skull.
 
At that moment people said Fred began to scream. Those that witnessed the incident said it would haunt them till their end days. It was so disturbing that all forms of social media engines took down any and all video posts of the incident.
 
Fred’s next memory was waking up in a hospital after being heavily sedated, with his sister and Barney sleeping in chairs next to his bed.
 
He remembered still asking as he woke up.
 
“Where’s Mary?”
 
“Fred …there was an accident,” a choked-up Veronica attempted to ease him into the painful truth.
 
It was all Fred needed to hear as his memory returned. His wail made a sobbing Barney rush to his side holding his hand. His weeping sister gently rubbed his back and neck attempting to soothe away a pain branded into him for eternity.
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Fred cleared his throat as he used his hand to wipe away the mist from his eyes, and seal away that horrid memory again. He thought of another question to ask, to change the uncomfortable ambiance in the room.
 
“So …what do we do now?” He asked while clearing his throat.
 
The silence
made the air thick within the room once again. Fred found breathing a bit uncomfortable until a text finally popped up on his phone.
 
“Right now, I want to sleep with my husband.”
 
Fred’s body began to go through violent spasms again as his eyes widened hoping he read the message correctly.
 
“When you mean … sleep with,” he slowly raised a trembling hand. “Are you saying …?”
 
His phone buzzed again.
 
“Get intimate. Have sex. Fuck.”
 
“Can …you …do that?” He swallowed as new sweat washed down his back.
 
“Don’t know,” popped up a new text. “But I want to find out.”
 
Fred gripped the table. It felt like a full blown seizure was about to overcome him as he glanced her way. Although the dolls were created for intercourse, the primary and only purpose for the purchase was for a home sleep aide. Now the entity proclaiming to be his wife was requesting for them to get it on.
 
What was more petrifying was he was becoming aroused by the proposal.
 
“So …how do you want to do this?” He whispered.
 
“I cooked, so you’re on clean up,” his phone lit up. “I’ll go into the bedroom, and get freshened up, and when I’m ready, I will buzz you. Head down please.”
 
Fred slowly lowered his head again. The hairs on the back of his neck shot to attention once more as the chair on the opposite side screeched backward. The quickening of his heart significantly increased as he felt and heard her getting up. He glanced up a bit to see her slide her chair back into place, and then slowly walk in his direction. A well of emotions drowned him as he realized how both disturbingly calm and eager he was about his current predicament.
 
Her silicone bare feet slapping against the hardwood floor screamed at him that this was not a dream. An inanimate object, proclaiming to be his long dead wife, was heading to his bedroom to prepare to have sex with him, and he did not find it unsettling at all. He finally chalked it up to two possibilities. One, he had officially lost his mind and all reason.  Two, he was too prison inmate backed up for her to care.
 
The second she walked passed him; he slowly raised his head to look at her.
 
He got up from his seat and followed at a safe distance to watch her walk down the hallway to their bedroom. Her movements were not stiff, but they were not graceful either. He could see that she was concentrating on trying not to trip and fall. A smile slowly crept onto his face as he realized the unsubtle swish in her hips.
 
She purposely stopped at the doorway to the bedroom slowly turning her head so that he could see the side profile of her face. Similar to the walk, she was etching into his mind the realization that what was happening was not a figment of his imagination. It was not a dream, nor was he going crazy. The right leg twitch snuck up on Fred again as the possessed doll somehow managed to perform a simple smile before walking into the bedroom, and then closing it behind her.
 
“This is crazy …this is fucking crazy …” he muttered to himself while pacing.
 
His ears popped up to the sound of shuffling within the bedroom.
 
“Fuck it. Let’s go crazy.”
 
Returning to the table, he slid back his chair, grabbed his plate, and all of the utensils on the table,
he planned just to dump them in the sink and take care of them later when his phone violently buzzed.
 
“Wash the fucking dishes, put away the rest of the food, and clean up the damn kitchen as I asked you. Don’t be lazy; I’m not going anywhere.”
 
Fred emitted a nervous chuckle upon seeing the message; his eyes became blinded with tears as he looked in the direction of the bedroom. If this was crazy and all in his head he didn’t care. He had a right to be crazy, to lose it; he was now diving off a cliff with no fear.
 
He did what he was told, putting the food in Tupperware, and storing it properly in the refrigerator. He took his time to wash everything in the sink and soak the pots. He gave the counters and stove a spit shine wipe down, before straightening out the kitchen table and chairs. As he finished properly tidying up, his phone went off again.
 
“Good job …I’m ready …you can come in now.”
 
A cold chill washed over his body as he turned to their bedroom. He would be lying to himself if there wasn’t an ounce of fear within him. If he wasn’t crazy, and this was happening, he was not a hundred percent sure that was his Mary waiting for him. He had seen enough horror and ghost movies to instill that kind of fear within him. There was still time to run and find a priest.
 
“Well Fred …look at it this way,” he swallowed. “How many people can say they got to be Raymond Stantz.”
 
He inhaled some courage and held it in slowly letting it out as he forced himself to move. It got him down the long hallway to the bedroom door. His hand was clammy and shook as if he had a condition, it was so sweaty it barely turned the knob he gripped.
 
What little rationale he had screamed into his ear to stop, that this made no sense, that he needed help. His heart told rationale to fuck off. He tried to get help. He dumped money into psychiatrists and medication to fill the hole in his heart. Standing at that door, ready to enter the unknown, he no longer felt the emptiness that was slowly killing him. He would rather overdose on insanity not to feel that pain ever again.
 
Slowly, he pushed the door open and walked into the void. Fred fell back against the door slamming it shut with the weight of his body. He was barely able to stand as his frame violently quaked attempting to absorb the sight before him. 
 
There in the room just lit up by faint moon and street light; she sat at the foot of the bed waiting for him as soft love making music played from her iPod connected to a mini speaker in the background on her nightstand.
 
She had changed into the white lace off shoulder sheer baby doll from the first night of their honeymoon. She had to make some adjustments for an outfit meant for someone with a slightly smaller top. It came complete with matching thigh high stockings and bow tie g-string that could be removed just by pulling the bows at the hips. Sitting cross legged revealing a right amount of leg and thigh transported him back to that night when she nervously came out of the bathroom of their suite wearing it. At that moment, any thought of how completely unnatural this situation was had been exorcised from his mind. 
 
His phone buzzed with a command.
 
“Take your clothes off …slowly.”
 
Gingerly he obeyed beginning with his shirt followed by his pants. His phone buzzed again.
 
“Leave the boxers on.”
 
He nodded while using his feet to pull off his socks.
 
“Come closer, and close your eyes.”
 
Fred inconspicuously inhaled some more courage as he willed his legs to move again. His body started to spasm once more as he stood in front of her and hesitantly closed his eyes.
 
His body would not stop convulsing as he felt her uncross her legs and lean into him. He let out a squeak as he shook like a leaf sensing her hands inches from his abdomen. Fred let out a terrified groan scurrying away as her hand touched his skin for a split second.
 
“Hold on … hold on,” he held out a hand. “Just give me a minute.”
 
His phone that he almost dropped buzzed.
 
“Okay.”
 
Fred getting angry with himself forced his body to straighten up. He sucked in all the air in the room and turned it into confidence as he marched back over to her. Rooting his feet back into the Oakwood floor, he closed his eyes for round two.
 
It didn’t stop his body from trembling, but he stood his ground as he felt her hands on his stomach once again. It was her second favorite part of his body.
 
He was still amazed at the warmth of her hands as she awkwardly moved them up to her third favorite place.
 
His chest.
 
Tears seeped from his closed eyes as he knew what came next.
 
Soft kisses
peppering his belly.
 
There was no awkwardness as her hands went from cupping his chest to tracing down his back with the tips of her fingers as they made their way to the back of his boxers fondling her first favorite place on his body. The act stood him up on his toes as she continued to pelt his skin with kisses that descended lower and lower to his nether region as she pulled down his boxers dropping them to the floor.
 
The act and the cold air sent all the blood in his body to his second head engorging it. He braced himself to feel lips and tongue that would make him pre-ejaculate when his phone buzzed again.
 
Remembering the rules, he opened one eye to see what she wanted him to do next.
 
“Now, take the blindfold on your nightstand. Cover your eyes and lay down.”
 
She kept her head down as she released him.
 
He had wavered for a split second before he trotted over to his side of the bed picking up the sleep aid blindfold. Setting his phone down on the nightstand he did as commanded turning his world to darkness.
 
Using his hands as guides, he laid down and waited.
 
It didn’t take long as he felt the front of the bed shift and raise. All of his muscles became tightened spring coils as he could hear slow foot movement and feel a presence coming close to him. His muscles constricted to the point of cramping as he felt the presence’s weight as they sat down on the bed.
 
The spasms his body went through became painful as he felt a hand hovering inches from his chest. His mind could not comprehend how he was both terrified and aroused at the same time.
 
The first touch was a light finger in the center of his chest.
 
What came next out of Fred was an inaudible high-pitched scream that caused the finger to coil back.
 
The next thing felt was his blindfold pulled up, and his phone shoved in his face. His eyes adjusting to the bright light of the device barely made out what it said.
 
“What the hell was that?”
 
“What was what?” he quivered.
 
“That sound that came out of you? What was that?”
 
 “What?” he snapped panting,” I …I was nervous, this is a tense situation! You got me all blindfold and …”
 
“Calm down,” Another message came over his phone. “Just saying, that type of screaming will have Ms. Santiago at your door with San Diego PD. Relax, it’s just me.”
 
“Woman you are acting like this is normal!”
 
“Fair enough,” his phone answered back.
 
With her head still turned away from him, she placed her free hand on his chest. His heart sped up from the act, but he did not scream or shudder this time.
 
“Are we calm?” lit up his phone again.
 
He answered with a nod. He pulled down his blindfold, and slowly slid back down onto the bed taking a big inhale of air. Gingerly he released it emitting almost a whistle as his body finally relaxed. The hand still on his chest began to move again slowly caressing his chest. The sensual touch slightly tickled Fred, but he remained calm as the hand moved from his chest to his stomach.
 
This touch caused his back to arch, while the blood in his body surged downward again. His toes curled as he felt her leaning in bringing more soft, moist kisses to rain down on his body. In one swift motion, she moved from sitting on the side of the bed to a sixty-nine-position straddling his chest. He became dizzy with pleasure as she leaned forward propping her rear up so that she could move her lips closer to the base of his shaft.
 
A worked-up Fred used his hands to feel and run his fingers up her thighs and fondle her rear. What he wanted to do was rip off her G-string, and use his cunnilinguist black belt burying his face in between her legs, licking her until she went into a seizure and sprayed him with orgasm juice.
 
Unfortunately, he remembered that even though it might be his Mary on top of him; it wasn’t her body or a real body for that matter. He wasn’t sure if she felt any of what he was doing, but he wanted to be present and participate in their love making. Holding and touching her was the best thing he could come up with.
 
As he contemplated what else he could use in his foreplay arsenal, Fred shuddered as he now felt her hand wrapped around his pulsating penis.
 
“Okay … here we go,” he gasped.
 
His member twitched as her plush glossy lips pecked the top of his mushroom head. His grip became tighter on her rear as she pecked him again, before engulfing his tip into her mouth.
 
“Fuck!” he gasped.
 
The mere act made him feel painful pleasure all over his body. He was sure he was going to pull a muscle or get a Charlie horse at the rate he was straining himself.
 
Everything the doll did up until then felt like Mary. Insanity and his libido had teamed up, stomped the hell out of his reason, tied it up, and left it whimpering in a corner somewhere.
 
Having mind blowing ghost doll sex was his only focus. He would deal with the possible repercussions once his endorphins were back to normal in the morning.
 
Fred arched his hips upward to aid in the deep throat session about to take place when he felt something so terrifying that it freed what little sense he had left.
 
Fred let out a louder almost feminine scream as he shot up to a sitting position which sent her forward taking in his entire penis. He felt her frustration while still blindfolded as she gripped the bed to pull herself off of him to a sitting position on his lap.
 
Pulling up his blindfold, he knew what was coming next as she shoved his phone in his face for a second time. She made sure to write it in caps this time.
 
“What the fuck Fred?”
 
“Oh god, is that slime,” he said with a panicky tone. “Did you just ghost slime me? Is that ecto …?”
 
The cause of his panic was the feeling of something warm, wet, and sticky dripping down his penis. He was pretty sure when he purchased the doll; it did not come with a fluid feature.
 
She turned around plopping roughly on his lap to face him.
 
“You big baby, that was just warm water and lube!” He read. “I took the tongue out and soaked it in the cup on my night stand so it would feel more realistic.”
 
“I’m not a baby,” he pouted. “You keep forgetting this is my first time having ghost sex. You can’t expect me to just …”
 
She placed two fingers on his lips to stop him before he went into a full rant.
 
“Okay, I’m sorry. You’re right,” she answered. “Do you still want to continue?”
 
He meekly nodded yes.
 
“Okay …now whatever you feel from this point on is just lube… okay?”
 
 With another nod and a deep breath, he pulled down his blindfold once more lying back down with his hands on her hips.
 
Fred gasped again as she grabbed his shaft giving it a couple of strokes to get it from its scared semi-flaccid state to hardened wood again. With her other hand, she guided each of his hands to the bows on her g-string. He didn’t need any further instruction as he slowly tugged them undoing the frilly underwear. Fred began to twitch with anticipation as he gently pulled the thin barrier that separated her from him.
 
Fred groaned instinctually gripping the iron headboard with one hand as she slid back and stuck the tip of his head into herself.
 
The next thing he felt was her hands grabbing his arms, guiding his hands back to her hips as she leaned forward pressing her forehead against his own while taking her time until he was all the way inside of her. Fred gasped again as his over engorged member turned steel pipe stiff. The mixture of not being intimate for so long, the warm lube, and how virgin tight she felt made him delirious with pleasure. He reminded himself that he had to write a very thorough thank you letter to the Real Doll Company about how well they made their dolls. Feeling her hands gripping his chest, she began to move slowly. She started out with short slow hip popping. She took her time making her up and down motion longer. She’d do it till she got to the head of his shaft, held it for a minute, and then started all over again.
 
Fred
driven to near lunacy slid his hands up and down her body feeling her up. He started to get into it, as he pulled the top down to her baby doll fondling her breasts. He raised his head forward to suckle on them as she rode him, but stopped as the whiff of synthetic skin mixed with perfume hit his nose. It was a mean wakeup call. Although the body on top of him was moving on its own by some force that claimed to be his deceased wife, it still was not real.
 
Not wishing to incur the wrath of a possible poltergeist for losing his erection, Fred popped his hips upwards slowly thrusting into her matching her rhythm. The faster he climaxed he thought to himself, the quicker he could put this whole weird and awkward situation behind him and onto more important things, such as more questions. He gripped her hips tighter while increasing his thrust and speed, feeling himself getting closer to release as he imaged making love to Mary in her old body.
 
His body stiffed, not out of euphoria from ejaculating, but out of terror.
 
Her body, it locked up before his and was now shaking violently like a leaf. The temperature then dropped from warm summer time air to a slight winter chill. She buckled slowly bringing her body close to his resting her forehead against his chest.
 
A faint chilling female moan filled his ears and made warm every cell within his body. 
 
Fred’s mind and reason went blank as he wrapped his arms around her body and the back of her neck. He pulled her in pressing her body against his as he kissed her deeply. He then rolled her over getting on top and took over.
 
As eerie as it was, the moan said it all to him. It was Mary, he was making love to his Mary. The air continued to get colder, as her body quivered with each thrust.  Wrapping her legs around his waist, while grabbing his right pec made him harder as she used her other hand to grip the metal headboard to keep from being banged skull first into it.
 
Another faint haunting whisper begging him to stop struck his ear, but the aroused quiver behind it made him arch her back going deeper.
 
In a final act of desperation, she pulled his blindfold off, hoping that the realization that he was deep plowing a doll would bring him to his senses.
 
The world came to a screeching halt as Fred looked into her face for the first time.
 
 It was animated, trembling with fear and confusion. She also did not go limp in Fred’s arms as her eyes finally gazed upon him.  He lifted her up, sitting cross-legged on their bed with her sitting on top of him as they continued to look at one another. She reached out brushing her shaking hand against the side of his face unable to comprehend what was happening.
 
Her visage read that if she had the ability to cry, she would.
 
From a sitting position, she moved slowly up and down wishing to finish what they started. As they continued, Fred cried for the both of them to the trembling end.
 
His vision became blurry from both tears and loss of breath, as they finally collapsed onto the bed. They weakly pulled close to one another entangling their limbs together as they held each other as if life itself depended on it. For Fred, as his breath continued to become shallow, he welcomed the possible end as he gazed with happy tears into his wife’s eyes while she caressed his cheek.



CHAPTER 7
 
The next morning, a groggy Fred awoke to the sharp jabs of the sun beaming through his window, and the alarm to his phone blaring. He groaned and cursed reaching onto his nightstand for it, violently jabbing it with his finger to silence it.
 
He tossed it onto the bed preparing to fade back into sleep when his ears picked up the sound of his shower running. Instantly he shot up to a sitting position on his bed remembering what happened, and what he did last night.
 
Fred swallowed as his heart quickened. Cautiously he forced himself out of his bed wrapping his nude lower half in his bed sheets. Tip-toeing down the hallway to the bathroom, all the hairs on his body stood on edge as Fred heard and felt movement inside. Holding his breath, he used one finger to push open the door gingerly and peek inside. Her back was turned to him as she used the rag to finish scrubbing her body. Ringing out the excess suds, she stepped underneath the head allowing the falling water to wash the soap away.
 
She appeared angelic to him with her long curly wet hair as the morning sun beamed through the bathroom window, right up until she reached in between her legs and pulled out her artificial vagina to properly wash it.
 
“Oh, my god,” Fred coiled back.
 
He was forced to jump back as the door slammed in his face. He held his chest while trotting back to the bedroom with a semi-mortified expression on his countenance. He turned to his buzzing phone on his nightstand.
 
“That’s what you get for being nosy, sit your ass down. I’m almost done and will be out soon. Remember, you can’t look me in the eyes.”
 
Fred snarled and snorted followed by a grossed-out shiver as he walked back to the bed plopping down. His attention turned to another message buzzing on his phone.
 
“You were doing a whole different type of shivering last night, you freak.”
 
Fred furiously picked up his phone to retort, when he heard the bathroom door open, and the sound of wet slippers coming down the hallway. She strolled in with a towel around her body, and one wrapped around her head and hair. She sat down on the bed, using the one on her head to dry out the excess water from her strands.
 
“So, you take showers now?” he shrugged.
 
“Uh yeah,” his phone lit up. “I’m not going to walk around with both your funk on me and jizz dripping out of my twat …this ain’t one of your hentai movies you perv.”
 
“So …uh,” he cleared his throat. “What exactly happened last night?”
 
“We had sex,” his phone lit up, “Very, very good sex.”
 
“I uh, know that,” he coughed again. “But, you …you came last night …twice. How is that possible? Could you feel my …?”
 
She reached over placing a gentle hand on his thigh as his phone pinged again.
 
“Yes, my love, your thick, delicious cock was powerful enough to pierce the spiritual plane, and make me cum like I never came before, it was so beautiful, God and angels all wept last night.”
 
Fred’s eyes tapered as his nose twitched. He answered her comment with a side-eye.
 
“Sarcasm?” he flatly asked.
 
“Sarcasm,” blazed on his phone in full caps.
 
“So, what did happen?” he shot back throwing up his hands.
 
She answered him while continuing to dry off her hair.
 
“We touched souls.”
 
“Okay,” Fred sat there waiting for a more detail explanation.
 
“Soul touching is when two willing souls touch one another,” she began to explain. “The dead can do it, and a dead and a living person can do it. I think two living people can do it, but because the majority of the world does not believe in supernatural stuff, they don’t know how to do it. It’s hard to explain, but I felt you holding me. I felt your warmth, and your emotions, which in turn made me, feel as if I was alive.
 
When you’re in that state, everything feels incredibly intense, and with a bit of imagination, I can will myself to feel things like I felt when I had an actual human body, such as an orgasm.”
 
“You were able to look me in the eyes.” He remembered.
 
“Another perk to soul touching,” she shrugged. “The connection was powerful enough to nullify that problem.”
 
“How do you know all of this?” a mystified Fried asked.
 
“I learned about soul touching three weeks after my death from a spirit I met named Audrey Parker,” flashed across his screen. “She took me under her wing, and taught me the ropes.”
 
“So …have you touched souls with anyone else?” Fred whispered his question.
 
She slowly turned to him with her head down unable to look him in the eyes. He could tell by the expression on her face what she thought before she wrote it.
 
“Are you asking me if I was intimate with someone over here Fred?”
 
“I was just curious,” he muttered.
 
“Soul touching is not always about intimacy Fred; sometimes it’s used to share memories to obtain knowledge and abilities. A soul also has to be willing to share with another soul. Sometimes there’s a little tingle while sharing that can’t be helped.”
 
“Oh,” he nodded with a disappointed sigh.
 
She moved closed grasping his hand.
 
“You, however, are the first and only soul I ever slept with while over here.” buzzed across his phone. “Audrey was impressed by your passionate love making.”
 
A broad cheesy smile grew on Fred’s face until reason smacked him back to reality realizing what she just said.
 
“Did you just say there was another ghost up in here watching us?”
 
“Yep, she and a couple of others were here last night.”
 
Her answer knocked him for a loop.
 
“A couple?” his voice went up several octaves.
 
“There’s not very much to do in spirit world Fred,” she shrugged, “besides traveling, watching the living do stupid shit, or catching up on either Walking Dead or Game of Thrones.”
 
“Are they still here?” He asked while slowly scanning the room.
 
“No, they left after you fell asleep. A doctor, however, warned me, that you need to get checked out before we ever attempt something like that again. Soul touching can be strenuous on a living person, and he didn’t like the wheezing he heard from you near the end.”
 
“Well what’s the worst that can happen?” he chuckled. “I drop dead and …”
 
A powerful open hand slapped his face almost making his head spin. The blow radiated all the way down his spinal column. He clutched the side of his assaulted cheek with shock and fear plastered all over his face as she stuck a trembling finger in his face. A chill came back into the room as his phone pinged; she picked it up shoving it in his mug so that he could read what she was saying.
 
Her writing was in caps.
 
“Don’t you ever say that again …ever.”
 
Throwing the phone down on the bed, she sprung up storming out of the room.
 
He sat there unsure what to do. They had gotten into disagreements before, but she never struck him in anger or visa versa. His heart quickened a bit wondering if he was wrong if his Mary was really in the other room. Before the thought of doing a Google search for an exorcist came into mind his phone buzzed.
 
“I’m sorry; I should never have done that.”
 
Slowly he rose from the bed taking timid steps back down the hallway into the living room. He found her sitting in her usual spot on the daybed near the window sill looking out into the world of the living.
 
“I’m sorry,” he swallowed. “I … didn’t mean …”
 
“Yes, you did,” his phone buzzed cutting him off. “You meant it. And don’t lie to me, because I know you meant it. You do not want to be where I am. People go and visit graves thinking that they are visiting with their loved ones. The dead do not hang around cemeteries, those that have not passed on are where the living is, watching, and wishing that they were still alive! Wishing that they could have one more day, one more second to feel! So, I don’t want you to ever even think about dying because living is precious!”
 
Fred slowly lowered his head, realizing that he deserved to be slapped and then some. This reunion though in some ways joyful carried a planetary weight of pain to it as well. Though they were in the same room, they were now living on two different planes of reality.
 
Forever separated by the worlds of the living and the dead.
 
So, caught up in rejoicing her return to him, he failed to see that she was hiding her suffering and sorrow.
 
“You need to get ready for work,” she buzzed a text to him.
 
“What? No!” Fred scowled. “I’m calling out! We have a lot to talk about!”
 
“And we’ll talk when you come home from work. We also have the whole damn weekend to talk.”
 
“I can’t go in!” Fred slyly smirked. “Barney thinks I blew him off to binge watch “The First.” You know he’s going to grill me at work, so if I go in and can’t answer his questions, he’ll know I was lying and did something else.”
 
“And?” was her reply.
 
“I’m just saying,” he painfully cleared his throat. “It could be kind of …awkward.”
 
“I married an adult, Fred.”
 
“I know I’m an adult,” he mumbled.
 
“Then you can take your adult ass to work, and tell Barney that you were worn out and fell asleep before you could watch it. It’s not like you would be telling a lie.”
 
She purposely moved her legs so that the towel would split revealing a good portion of her thigh. Fred jumped backward as the memories of last night flooded his brain and caused blood to rush down to the smaller head with the one-track mind.
 
“Or we can just pick up where we left off,” he swallowed advancing toward her.
 
“Take your ass to work Fred!” She fired off with caps as she held a hand up stopping him.
 
“Why are you so dead set on me going to work today?” He sneered.
 
As his phone buzzed, he glanced down to read her answer.
 
“Ever since my death and I refused to pass on, I have been trapped here powerless, watching as your life slowly screeched to a halt. You have no idea the agony I have felt watching it.”
 
Her words brought sobering mist to Fred’s eyes which he quickly wiped away, as she raised and moved around her right hand while giving it a look over.
 
“I don’t know how long I have on this plane of existence until I pass over. But with what time I have left, I’m going to make sure my husband lives again.”



CHAPTER 8

 
 
Day after day, Fred became a clock watcher. He mowed through his work and meetings while counting down the time to leave.  Almost every day Fred was the first person out of his office door the second it hit 5:30 PM. He feverishly rearranged his calendar to ensure he left on time, opting to take his work home when he could, or delegate it to someone on his team.
 
Fred became a child once again, eager to walk through his door into a private imaginary world with his make-believe friend waiting for him to play.
 
In this case, it was his deceased wife inhabiting a life size female doll, but it was all the same to him.
 
For the most part, they did the only things that allowed them to connect with one another. They talked, played, and role-played which a hundred percent of the time led to sexual intimacy. Their talks were about what happened after her death, and what she had seen, mostly the goings-on of the real world.
 
She was at her funeral.
 
She thought everything was nice except the dress they put her body in. She would have preferred something loose, flowing and blue. The white number she saw they stuck her corpse in was too tight, stuffy, and not something she would ever wear. 
 
In between watching Fred and family deal with the aftermath of her death, she traveled the planet to keep her mind off being dead. From her account, a spirit could only go to locations they initially visited in real life just by thinking about it. However, a willing spirit could share their memories with another spirit allowing them to travel to destinations those souls ventured in the past. Spirits frequently traded memories by soul touching to prevent from remaining stuck in their current location. She started with old vacation spots and then began traveling until she had seen almost every continent on the planet. She told him how easy it was to find spirits willing to trade considering how many spirits from foreign countries were eager to visit the United States, especially New York and California.
 
 The memories from soul touching were, however, temporary lasting up to a day. Once the memories were gone, the spirit got whisked back to their original stomping grounds. They still were allowed to retain the memories of the places they traveled.
 
She lightly touched on Fred’s slow deterioration that he successfully cloaked from the outside world. He knew she was making sure not to press. Her focus was bringing him out of the hole he was in, not sinking him further into it with miserable memories.
 
Instead, she went to work establishing some normalcy between the two of them. She assumed her role as the woman of the house gladly given back to her by Fred.
 
Per her orders, Fred found his way to his doctor for an appointment, where he discovered that a year of bad living shot both his blood pressure and cholesterol through the roof. With that knowledge, she restricted him to a ninety – five percent vegan diet. She forced him to get back into the gym and start running again.
 
Fred didn’t go down without some fierce protesting. He didn’t mind changing his diet, even though he did whine about not having his peanut butter and snicker doodles, but any time away from her to workout was too long for him.
 
Her ultimatum was a simple one to get him in line.
 
“No ghost nookie if you don’t get your health in check, period.”
 
After that Fred not only became a health warrior, he went into beast mode. She in turn compromised by allowing him to exercise at home from time to time with her being his workout partner, which usually led to sex in the middle of their sessions.
 
In between their conversations, repairing Fred’s health, and getting back to some semblance of a couple, they played a lot.
 
The apartment transformed into their very own play ground.
 
Because of the doll’s facial design, they were able to reenact a bunch of anime cartoons they both loved. Fred ended up using the catalog, after all, to purchase additional accessories such as various wigs and eye sets with different color pupils to change the doll's features slightly. Every day Fred found himself coming home to a set of packages containing either regular or cosplay clothing for the both of them to wear for their games. For Mary, she got to pretend to be a quirky redheaded high school teacher with purple eyes who was an alien that came to Earth to study humankind and secretly married her student, who happened to be an eighteen-year-old trapped in a fifteen-year-old body.
 
For Fred, it was playing an awkward college student from the country that started going to school in the big city and found a female android in the garbage.
 
They even used his phone to duplicate the one word the android would say throughout the majority of the anime.
 
“Chi.”
 
But their most intense moment was something they both thought up on their own.
 
Fred in his suit and gear with a Hollywood approved replica proton pack strapped to his back skulked around the apartment in the dead of night waving around a working facsimile P.K.E. Meter.
 
“This area seems clear,” he whispered.
 
At the right moment, he pressed the switch causing for its wings to expand as the lights on the scanner lit up. It beeped and whistled as if it located a specter.
 
“Oh shit, detecting a 450-455 apparition,” Fred swallowed. “Yep, something is definitely here.”
 
The next to follow was the terrifying and haunting clicking, and groaning sounds synonymous with a Japanese horror movie remade in the United States.
 
“Heading to the hallway to investigate.”
 
Before he took two steps, heavy shuffling footsteps came in his direction. A jittery Fred reached for the wand on the pack arming it. As he swallowed aiming, she came around the corner.
 
One of the wigs they got from the Real Doll website was similar to the specter from the original movie. Even though she was wearing a skimpier version of the soiled white outfit, the wraith wore in the film revealing a significant portion of her legs up to her upper thighs, the combination of the makeup she applied to the doll. The vaporous death rattle sound she vibrated the apartment with and the rigid jerky movement she mimicked from the movie both horrified and aroused Fred at the same time.
 
“Holy shit, lighting her up!” he hollered.
 
With a press of a button, the replica proton pack roared making the sounds it would make if it worked and was striking an actual full blown poltergeist. Unfortunately for him in this storyline, it did not affect her.
 
“Oh shit! It’s not working guys!” He screamed to his fantasy team while backing up. “I’m going to need some help! Guys!”
 
A petrified Fred lost his footing while retreating backward, and fell into a chair in the middle of the living room. As he looked up, an advancing Mary had disappeared.
 
“Mary? Mary?”
 
The morbid silence choked the room. Fred gave himself borderline whiplash as he scanned the room for her whereabouts. 
 
“Okay, ha ha …this ain’t funny anymore. Mary?”
 
His entire body convulsed as the ominous croaking, and gurgling resonance filled the room to a fever pitch.
 
“Mary?” Fred whimpered.
 
 A mortified Fred screamed louder than Ruby Rhod as he turned to see her drop from the ceiling now sitting on his lap inches from his face with her countenance contorted while her eyes slowly rolled in the back of her head.
 
A hyperventilating Fred clutched his chest as she moved closer straddling him while Baby Bash’s “Cyclone” pumped from the surround sound system in the living room.
 
Fred met his grisly end to the spookiest lap dance he ever had.
 
Arousal and horror played tug of war with his psyche as she laid down some sensual grinding and twerking on his groin. It also helped that she took his trembling hands placing them on her hips.
 
As Fred finally got into the morbid fantasy role-play, they concocted a loud knock at the door cut through the music.
 
Mary shut the music off springing to her feet with the demeanor of a frightened school girl.
 
“What? What’s the matter?”
 
With his phone in the other room, she took his hand and traced the words with her finger into his palm.
 
“Ms. Santiago?” He made out. “And Mr. Robinson?”
 
She answered with a frantic head nod.
 
“They’re at the door?”
 
She nodded again while smacking him on his arm to get up and answer the door.
 
“Alright! Alright!” He leaped up. “Calm down, and I’ll handle this.”
 
A worked-up Fred muttered a curse as he quickly pulled off the proton pack tossing it into the couch, and jogged over to the door.
 
“Fred! Are you in there? Fred? Fred?” Ms. Santiago howled while steadily knocking the other side of the door with her knuckles.
 
“One second Ms. Santiago!” Fred barked while pulling himself together.
 
He adjusted his engorged little head protruding from his jumpsuit and inhaled some calming air before opening the door to a much concerned and slightly irritated Ms. Santiago and a very unhappy Mr. Robinson, their seventy-year-old neighbor on the third floor in between them and Ms. Santiago. Both were taken aback by his attire.
 
“Hello Ms. Santiago, how you doing Mr. Robinson?” He tensely grinned.
 
“I'm all right, but what is going on up here?” She asked.
 
“You have disrupted my evening and traumatized my poor dog Zippy with whatever you’re doing up here!” An angry Mr. Robinson got in.
 
“Mr. Robinson, please! I am taking care of this!” Ms. Santiago stopped him before continuing her interrogation of Fred. “Now Fred, the sounds and music coming from your apartment is shaking the whole building, and what are you wearing? Are you going to a costume party or something?”
 
“Well, you see …”
 
An edgy Fred rubbed his sweaty bald head as his mind tried to put together a proper explanation for his attire and the strident disturbance caused within his apartment.
 
His gears of thought came to a grinding halt as both Mr. Robinson and Ms. Santiago let out startled screams while stumbling backward.
 
“Oh my god!” came from Mr. Robinson.
 
"¡Oh! ¡Oh, mi señor!"
 
Fred instinctively turned around to see Mary still in costume with her hair still in her face standing in the hallway of the foyer. He gave her an ‘Are you crazy?’ look which caused her to scurry to the bedroom while he tried to keep poor Ms. Santiago and Mr. Robinson from having simultaneous heart attacks.
 
“Ms. Santiago, Mr. Robinson it’s okay … please …calm down.”
 
“Oh my …my Lord,” a trembling Mr. Robinson gasped while patting his chest.
 
“Dear Lord …who …?” Ms. Santiago squeaked.
 
“I have been seeing someone discreetly for awhile,” he began to explain.
 
“Oh …well she scared the bejeezus out of us!” A flustered Ms. Santiago answered. “Why would she come out like that?”
 
“She’s deaf and mute,” he swallowed. “And we were kind of playing a game before you knocked.”
 
As she gave him a look up and down, Fred prayed she would accept his wacky explanation and not press any further.
 
“I see,” she exhaled. “Look, Fred, you know I’m not a prude, but please remember you all don’t live here by yourselves, that noise level is unacceptable, try and keep the horsing around between you and her to a respectful minimum please.”
 
“Yes ma’ am,” he remorsefully nodded.
 
“Come, Mr. Robinson, I’ll make you some tea to calm you down.”
 
“Okay.”
 
He stood at his doorway watching Ms. Santiago taking a still shaken Mr. Robinson back down the stairs to her apartment to take care of him. She looked back up giving him a look that he was not sure read disapproval or concern before disappearing from his view. Fred closed the door falling against it as he expelled all of the air out of his lungs.
 
He then hightailed it to the bedroom to reprimand a particular stripper spook who almost sent their landlord to the hospital. As he barged into the bedroom, he found her sitting on the bed looking like a cat that ate a canary.
 
“Are you out of your ever-loving mind? Are you trying …?”
 
She sprung to her feet rushing him up against their dresser drawer. Locking lips shut him up. She kept her hands busy by pulling the zipper down to his jumpsuit. He forgot about Ms. Santiago and went to work undoing her haunting cosplay dress.
 
Intimacy meant more for them than just getting off. It was the only working physical connection they had between one another when they touched souls. They scraped the bottom of the barrel devouring every morsel of it so that they could feel one another.
 
When Fred asked in passing why she made herself appear before Ms. Santiago and Mr. Robinson, she replied, “I just wanted to be seen again by someone else other than you.”
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One night, Fred awoke from the icy chill that came into the bedroom and Mary absent from the bed. His heart quickened as he searched the room through sleep fogged eyes.
 
They eventually became focused as he found her in front of the standing floor length mirror looking at herself with the aid of moon light. She had her pink bed shirt partially raised as she stood there rubbing her belly.
 
Fred's
eyes became blurry as he sat there watching her. Any minuscule of doubt he had in his heart melted away. Slowly he rose to his feet and made his way over to his wife standing behind her, and rested his hand on her stomach. He did not need to read the message that buzzed on his phone as he gently kissed the side of her face.
 
“I know,” he whispered in her ear. “The doctor told me …that was your big surprise, right?”
 
A haunting wail filled the room and began to intensify while the air became frigid to the point that Fred could see his breath. Exorcized of any fear, husband scooped his wife up into his arms as she clung onto him. He carried her back to their bed, where they held onto one another and bitterly mourned.
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As intended the late Mrs. Garrett carried out her plan to breathe life back into her husband,
it wasn’t a complicated plan to conduct, and she did not have to do much. Every day he woke up and saw that she was still with him not only brought the colors back in him, it blinded everyone with their brightness.
 
Fred became so intoxicated by his semblance of happiness, it was difficult for him to hide what was going on at home, especially with the spring in his step his wife laid on him almost every night.
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Barney who smelled the change like a blood hound waited patiently for the opportune time to see who was giving his friend his groove back.
 
Barney struck one day while going over their latest account acquisition in his office.
 
“So, are we happy with the projections?” Fred asked.
 
“Uh, Huh.” Barney flatly answered with narrowed eyes at his friend.
 
“That means we just have the twelve-year model to clean up, and then we can put it all together to take to Bronson,” Fred concluded. “You want to get the teams together, and see how far they got after lunch?’
 
“Sure.”
 
“Okay, well you want to take an early lunch and hit up the comic book store?” Fred suggested.
 
“Now all of the sudden you feel like going to the comic book store?” Barney started with an interrogative tone.
 
Fred chose his next words carefully, realizing he had fallen into a spider’s web.
 
“I’m in the mood to collect again,” Fred cleared his throat. “I want to get the back issues to the ‘Eye of Ra’ I missed, and the second issue to the Regulators came out today. You don’t want to snatch it up before the afternoon rush takes the good issues?”
 
“Of course, I do.” Barney nonchalantly shrugged.
 
Fred nodded as he took a sip from his coffee.
 
“Why do you look like a dude whose been getting laid on the reg?”
 
His question made Fred choke and gag on his coffee.
 
“What the hell?”
 
“Don’t try that cliché choking bullshit to avoid the question.” Barney wagged his finger. “Who you been fucking?”
 
“No one!”
 
“It’s that doll, right?” Barney asked with a nose twitch. “You hooked on silicone coochie now.”
 
“What?” An unnerved Fred squeaked out. “No!”
 
“You damn liar, your voice got soft in the end,” Barney laid into him. “I thought you said it was to help you sleep? What was it like?”
 
“None of your damn business!”
 
“I bet you hit it last night,” Barney muttered with jealousy written on his face and in his tone. “How many times, it’s virgin tight all the time, right? You’re so damn lucky.”
 
“You have a living breathing wife Barney,” Fred glared at him. “Who from your count is willing to give it to you at the drop of a dime, and is very good at it from your many graphic details that make me incredibly ashamed to look at her when I see her sometimes.”
 
“That was until Ethan came and destroyed all of that.” Barney leaned back in his chair with a defeated look on his face.
 
“Your son?”
 
“Don’t get me wrong, my wife is hot as hell, smarter than me, and can suck a golf ball through a fifty-foot garden hose better than Superhead on any given day.”
 
Fred reeled back attempting the shake the last visual from his brainpan.
 
“But after my big head son went Draugr on my poor wife’s perfect honey pot when he came out …shit ain’t been the same man.”
 
A disturbed Fred watched as his friend gave him the look of a wounded animal.
 
“When I got up all in her, she used to use her walls and clench me, Fred. Clench me! That was her superpower! I couldn’t go nowhere! Then she’d whisper in my ear, ‘Whose dick is this bitch?’ I’d sometimes hesitate just so that she could clench me tighter before I answered. Now, …she can’t clench me no more Fred … She doesn’t even try. It’s like the death of Captain Omega all over again man.”
 
Barney wiped the mist from his eyes as he reached for his coffee to take a sip.
 
“I love my son, but sometimes when I look at him. I just want to dropkick him on the side of his basketball head.”
 
Fred shook his head unsure what to say in regards to that type of loss. He inconspicuously glanced at the message that came up on his new Apple watch.
 
“LMFAO. So this is what you two talk about.”
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The Apple Watch turned out to be one of many new devices Fred purchased and experimented with to communicate and interact with his wife.
 
 “I think I solved the whole you not being able to look me in the eye directly and move problem,” Fred beamed one day.
 
With a bright smile, he pulled out a pair of extra dark sunglasses from his pocket presenting them to her.
 
“You want me to wear shades?” she asked.
 
“No, I will wear the shades,” he corrected her. “That way I can see you, but then you can’t see my eyes, which should allow you to concentrate better.”
 
He eagerly placed them over his eyes and waited for her to animate the doll in front of him. He couldn’t wait to see her leap to her feet and walk around, or lean forward and hold his hand. Disappointment, however, began to set in as the doll remained in its dormant state.
 
“Mary, you there? It’s not working, is it? Mary?”
 
A flutter of nervousness filled him as she did not respond.
 
“Mary, what’s wrong? Is it the glasses?” He asked while leaning in. “Mary? Mary. Mary! Talk to …”
 
Before he could pull the shades off his face believing they were somehow the reason for her dead silence, she violently lunged at him causing him to scream several octaves nearing soprano. He fell back into the couch hitting the plush armrest hard with the back of his head as she now straddled him. He cringed as she moved closer with a blank, lifeless expression on her face.
 
She closed her eyes nuzzling her nose against his for an Eskimo kiss.
 
“Don’t … Do… That…” he choked up.
 
She silenced his hysteria, by kissing him deeply. He had an expression of intoxication as she slowly released her lip lock pulling away.
 
“Cherry flavored lip gloss?” He asked while licking his lips.
 
She answered with a nod.
 
He watched with child-like wonderment as she naturally sat cross legged on the sofa in front of him, now able to look him in the face. Her movement was more fluid and less sluggish.
 
“Oh!” He shook himself from his amazement. “I just remembered I found this voice texting app to help with communication.”
 
Grabbing his iPhone, with a swipe and a couple of taps, he set up the app.
 
“Okay,” he swallowed. “Text the words ‘something’.”
 
“Something,” the phone emitted a voice mimicking what she texted. Except it was a cartoon duck voice.
 
“Oh! Wrong setting!”
 
He quickly tapped to one of the female voices on the app.
 
“Try again.”
 
“The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain,” a perky young female voice translated her text. “I sound like I should have a training bra; you don’t have anything womanlier?”
 
“Hold on Eliza,” Fred snorted. “Try this one.”
 
“I'm not bad I'm just drawn that way,” She leaned in batting her eyelashes as a semi-sensual female voice translated her text for her. “I like this one, sounds a bit like Washington.”
 
Fred’s heart quickened as she sprung to her feet going for a stroll around the living room. She turned giving him a natural smile knowing that was what he wanted to see.
 
“You’re getting more comfortable in that body.” He noted.
 
“That’s because the Force is strong with me.”
 
Fred narrowed his eyes to his wife’s childish wit as she turned beaming at him.
 
“I'm practicing while you’re at work,” she got serious. “As you know, I don’t have a body anymore, but I can still feel things …just differently. This doll is the perfect conduit for my spirit. Most spirits who inhabit dolls can barely get them to do the most basic movement.”
 
“Let me guess,” he swallowed. “Other ghosts told you this.”
 
Her second nod made him a tad bit uneasy as he looked around wondering who else was in their house with them.
 
“Mary, are you the only one that can use that body?” Fred nervously asked.
 
“Yes, only I can use this body,” she answered with a nod.
 
“And you know this because?”
 
“Other spirits who had attempted to inhabit it was painfully expelled from it when they tried to take it.”
 
“Other spirits have tried to take the body from you?” He swallowed.
 
“Yes.”
 
“And you didn’t tell me this because?”
 
“A, there is nothing you can do about it,” she answered. “And B, spirits here get the hint very quickly. No one else will be coming to jack this body.”
 
The look on her face requested him to drop the subject, while her answer exacerbated his uneasiness. Fred began to realize that the spirit world came with a different set of rules than the world of the living.  Growing concern made his insides hot knowing that she was forever stuck there until she passed on, and there was very little she could tell him about it.
 
He chose his next question carefully.
 
“You’re okay, right?”
 
She walked back over to him with a smile on her face taking a seat and holding his hand.
 
“Everything is fine, I promise.”
 
Her answer did nothing but flood his psyche with thoughts of all the supernatural movies he’d seen over the years and their interpretation of the spirit world.
 
Begrudgingly he did not push the matter further remembering what she stressed she would have to do if he inquired too much about the other side.
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On certain days it became challenging to push back, the days when things teetered between creepy and scary.
 
There were certain days that she would jump out of nowhere, or stare out of the window looking outside as if in a trance.
 
A couple of times he walked up and touched her, she would turn to him with horrific fright plastered all over her face. She would then walk away and begin doing some chore to distract herself, never speaking about what happened or what she saw.
 
One night, she collapsed to her knees and began trembling like a leaf. Fred slid to her side begging her to tell him what was going on.
 
She asked to him cup her ears. He did it knowing that the act would not stop her from hearing whatever was terrifying her, it gave a sliver of comfort knowing that despite being in two different dimensions, he was right there with her.
 
After an hour and a half, she stopped shaking. They lay on the floor as she curled up into Fred’s arms holding onto him for dear life.
 
She never spoke about what she heard to frighten her so badly.
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As Fred gorged ravenously on the fantasy of having Mary return to him, he at times left his underbelly open to realities razor sharp harpoon.
 
One day as Fred trotted up the steps after plowing through another work day to be with his wife, he stopped half way up due to the sound of music pulsating from his apartment.
 
“Oh shit,” Fred swallowed.
 
He took his time ascending the last flight to get onto his landing. As Fred neared the door, hornets began stinging his insides.
 
He was convinced when her mother gave birth to her; she came out bobbing her head to the sound of music. Not only was it a big part of her life, but he could tell what type of demeanor she was in by what was playing before he walked in.
 
Pop, Rock, K-Pop, Drum and Bass, Jungle, or light humored Hip Hop meant she was either in a good or productive mood. R&B or Soul meant she was in a romantic mood, but if it had heartbreaking lyrics it said she was sad and would need some consoling. Reggae or R&B on the raunchy side told him she was going to maul him the second he walked through the door. Heavy Metal, hardcore Hip Hop, or Darkcore said she was pissed off, and to enter the apartment at his own risk.
 
The sound of Method Man spitting venomous lyrics from his Judgment Day album meant his apartment was an official hot zone.
 
“Maybe she’s just in the mood to listen to Wu,” he whispered to himself. “Please let her just be in the mood.”
 
Knowing she probably already knew he was there, Fred strolled into the apartment pretending to be oblivious to what could have her in a foul mood.
 
He was thrown off by the pile of shipping boxes stacked together in the center of the living room. A few open packages had dresses, top and bottoms, and shoes.
 
Fred’s eyes found her at her writer’s desk working on her laptop as she slowly bobbed her head to the heavy beat as she clicked away on her mouse.
 
He remembered to adorn his glasses and activate the audio text app before addressing her.
 
“You got more stuff?”
 
“Yep,” she answered. “Some of my outfits will fit this body, but not all. Especially with these damn melons, and size eight feet. So, I bought a couple of outfits, some shoes, a hat or two, and a wheelchair.”
 
“How did you get it all this upstairs?”
 
“I waited until Ms. Santiago went running her errands at two o’clock. The wheelchair was a bitch to get upstairs, but everything else was quite easy. I made sure to order from one store so that everything came at the same time. Beware that she’s either going to give you weird looks or ask you why you were ordering stuff from a women’s store.”
 
“Gee thanks,” Fred rolled his eyes. “Why did you order a wheelchair?”
 
“Because you’d look foolish carrying me everywhere you go.”
 
“You …plan on us going out?” Fred swallowed.
 
“As much as I love our little apartment, I have no desires to be cooped up in here like a hermit. It would be nice for us to go out and spend some time outside of these four walls.”
 
“Wait, I thought you said you could …”
 
“I can go anywhere I please.” She cut him off. “You’d look less crazy if you appeared to be interacting with a physical person.”
 
“Physically you can pass, but facial wise you look like you came out of that video ‘Me! Me! Me!’,” Fred pointed out.
 
“I fixed that you cheeky bastard,” she retorted. “There’s a question I have meant to ask you for a while, why have you been giving money to my sister?”
 
A knot formed in both Fred’s stomach and throat at the question, as the air in the room, became frosty signaling that she was becoming irritable.
 
“Uh, could you repeat the question?” He swallowed.
 
The audio text had translated her question. Apparently, Fred was hoping for time to think up a suitable answer. She whipped her chair around to face him armed with a narrow gaze revealing her displeasure.
 
“Whoa!” He sprung backward. “What happened to your face?”
 
 Fred’s shock came from the fact that the doll’s face no longer had its bug-eyed anime style visage. It was still slightly cartoony, but more on the American side with human level eyes.
 
“The face is from Real Doll’s Boy Toy line,” she answered. “All you have to swap the removable face, eyes, nose and bone structure underneath. Now, why the fuck have you been giving our money to my sister? Do remember that I have been watching
everything
you’ve been doing for almost a year.”
 
The question did not change.
 
“It was only a thousand bucks every one or two months,” he shrugged. “What else was I supposed to do with it?”
 
“Save it. Spend it. Invest it. Not give it away to my fucking sister who has a deadbeat fucking husband to provide for her!”
 
“It’s not my money,” he answered flatly.
 
“Why, because I was the one that earned it?” she blared. “I willed my royalties to you Fred, my husband. If I wanted my money to go to my family, I would have written my will that way.”
 
“Yeah about that,” Fred’s face displayed his irritation. “Why the hell did you have a will, and I not know about it? Is there something I should have known?”
 
Silence came in and scared the chill out of the room, as her apparent plan of attack had backfired. The irritation on of her face disappeared as she sat meekly thinking of a way to explain herself.
 
“Before I signed the contract for my first novel, I went to see a lawyer remember? One of the questions I asked was if something happened to me, what would happen to my book and all of the royalties I would get from it. He said the publishing house would retain all rights and royalties unless I had it both written in my contract, and created a will declaring that upon my death, you and/or any children we should have would retain all creative rights to it and any future works I create. That also means receiving all royalties pertaining to the books for as long as they were published. I was doing the responsible thing, and looking out for you and our future family.”
 
“And this was something you didn’t think you should have discussed with me?” Fred threw his hands up.
 
“I was going to tell you,” she answered. “It’s not an easy subject to bring up, especially with you who talked about us going into our eighties. I was just being careful, and responsible. I never expected to have to …”
 
She lowered her head as the chill came back into the room. Mary held a hand up and shook her head stopping Fred from taking a step forward. She did not want to be held or consoled.
 
 “That no longer matters,” she continued. “What is important is I didn’t slave away on those books while you supported the both of us for you to give away to our royalties to my sister of all people. That is your money because you were the only one who believed that I could be a writer, no one else.”
 
“I would rather have …” his eyes became glassy.
 
“Do not say it.”
 
The sternness on her face read she had enough of the pity party, and she wished to move on. Fred complied by painfully swallowing up his heartache for her.
 
 “It will change nothing. You currently have over two hundred thousand dollars of a five-year royalty contract, with more to come. What is it you want to do?”
 
Fred shook his head while wiping his eyes with his sleeve.
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“I do,” she answered. “We’re going to a dealership.”
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The next day, Fred wheeled his wife’s doll body around a Jeep and Dodge dealership.
 
To his great reluctance and attachment to his current car, he agreed that an automotive upgrade was due. For the majority of the night, they feverishly debated which line and model they wanted as their next major purchase.
 
Mary wanted high-end and fully loaded, which she argued would entail a lengthy and robust warranty and maintenance package, while Fred preferred affordability and something that wasn’t going to send his insurance through the roof. They both agreed on a lease option.
 
Fred won the final decision by arguing that like the Altima, he would be stuck with the task of gassing, cleaning, and making sure it was serviced.
 
Although she conceded, Fred paid heavily for his victory that night. He was fine shelling out his food and weathered her ignoring him for the remainder of the evening as she walked about the place slamming doors and drawers while he attempted to watch television. It was her ice-cold treatment during bedtime that he considered low brow.
 
Before bed, she purposely brought out the one outfit that got all of his blood pumping downward when she put it on. A simple old rabbit themed pajama onesie with hood and ears that she had from college, its appeal to him was the butt flap that opened with just two buttons.
 
She made sure he saw her put it on with no underwear underneath.
 
During the nighttime as he attempted to spoon her and get at the flap, she used her ghostly abilities to boot him off and almost out of bed. She then ensured that the bedroom was extra chilly for the rest of the night.
 
A flustered Fred got no loving or sleep that night.
 
Fred also did not win the argument of bringing her doll body outside in the middle of daylight. To her it was simple. It was her money along with the trade-in of the Altima helping to get the new vehicle, she was not going to miss the purchase and the driving of their first brand new vehicle off the lot, and unless he wanted more of last night’s treatment, it was in his best interest to comply.
 
Getting downstairs was pretty easy considering she had the supernatural ability to see where everyone was within the building to prevent any run-ins. She quietly walked down the steps in her new blue low neck Bodycon dress and wedge heels, while Fred carried the wheelchair.
 
Before they got outside, she threw on some dark shades and sat down allowing Fred to wheel her out to the car. To anyone looking from afar, they appeared to be a regular couple.
 
Fred’s anxiety, however, was not eased. Although the doll looked incredibly realistic from a distance and could throw a person off at first glance, an up-close inspection could easily unravel the subterfuge and subject Fred to the awkward stares he did not want to see.
 
During the quiet drive to the dealership, he stopped making it about himself. He sensed her sadness as she stared out the window of their old vehicle at the world of the living.
 
He flicked on some music and took her hand caressing it as he made himself a promise to make her first new car purchasing experience a memorable moment for her.
 
As they arrived at the San Diego Chrysler Dodge Jeep Ram dealership, he did not hesitate when he took her out of the car and wheeled her around. He forced himself to have a conversation with her as they inspected each model.
 
Their decision came down to the Dodge Durango and a Jeep Grand Cherokee.
 
“So, what do you think?” Fred gestured to two of their picks.
 
“We have Mercedes Benz money, Fred,” she snapped into his wireless earpiece. “What do you think I think?”
 
“We discussed last night why we’re not buying a Benz,” Fred rolled his eyes. 
 
“Because my husband is el cheapo.”
 
“Both vehicles offer practically the same amenities as a Mercedes at a far more affordable price range without the fear of being carjacked, and I am also compromising on us getting the luxury package.”
 
“Still not a Benz,” she pouted.
 
“Mary Wilma Garrett, pick a vehicle,” he ordered her with a scolding tone.
 
“Let me see inside the Durango,” she commanded.
 
Wheeling her to the oversized SUV, he opened the door, adjusted the seat, and picked her up placing her on the driver side. As he shielded her from any onlooker, she began to run her hands across the steering wheel and leather of the vehicle.
 
Fred stiffened his jaw and manned up as he watched her pretending to go through the motions of an ordinary woman buying her first car with her husband.
 
“It’s not bad,” she shrugged. “This is the Citadel, right?”
 
“Yep,” he nodded, “Can get it fully loaded and under forty-five thousand.”
 
“If you keep quoting numbers to me Fred, I’m going to deck you.” She warned him. “Take me to the Grand Cherokee.”
 
He repeated the process taking her over to the Jeep two vehicles down.
 
He could already tell by her mannerism which car she wanted.
 
“I want this in the Overland, fully loaded, with the brown and light frost interior and velvet red pearl coat for the chassis.”
 
“Red? I thought we …”
 
She turned giving him a look underneath her shades all women gave their men when they are trying their patience.
 
“Velvet red pearl is fine by me.” Fred held up his hands.
 
“Shit, someone’s coming,” Mary informed him.
 
Fred muttered a curse under his breath as he realized it was too late to take her out of the driver’s seat. He turned to see a sales representative on the hunt trotting over to them.
 
“Hello, my name is Jacob!” The bubbly young man beamed. “Are you and your wife interested in the Grand Cherokee? I can get you quite a deal, especially if you’re trading in your current vehicle. Are you looking to finance or …”?
 
Jacob’s bubbly attitude stopped as he noticed an extremely still Mrs. Garrett within the driver seat of the vehicle was not a human being.
 
“Is that a doll?” He swallowed. “What’s going …?”
 
“Jacob, right?” Fred got in his face with a stern grin. “Listen, three things you need to know before you utter another word. I have excellent credit, I fully intend to drive out of here with a brand new fully loaded vehicle today, and sitting in the driver’s seat …is my wife. Now how long have you been on the job?”
 
“This is my second month,” Jacob admitted.
 
“Well Jacob, you have the opportunity to make an incredibly sizable sale in the next hour on your second month, if you accept all three things that I just said to you. All you have to do is head back inside to your desk, and run my credit.”
 
Jacob did one quick glance over Fred’s shoulder, before locking eyes with him again.
 
“I will be more than happy to help you and your wife’s purchase of your next vehicle Mr. …”
 
“Garret, Mr. and Mrs. Garrett.”
 
Without any further hesitation, Jacob pulled out a pen and pad from his pocket.
 
“Just need your driver’s license and social security number.”
 
She waited for Fred to complete the transaction, and for the young man to trot from whence, he came to begin the process. As he neared her, she made sure to turn looking him in the eyes as she said it.
 
“Thank you.”
 
He answered her with a soft passionate kiss on her lips before lifting her out the Jeep.
 
“Come on; let’s go buy us a new car.”
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True to his word, Fred drove their brand new fully loaded vehicle off the lot. There were two models left they got to pick. Once Jacob confirmed that all Fred told him was true and he had a sale in his jaws, he spared no expense to make him and Mary’s car buying experience as comfortable as possible.
 
He borrowed his manager’s office to shield them from the weird stares they would have gotten on the open floor, and he made sure to include the late Mrs. Garrett in the conversation.
 
Unbeknownst to him, she would ask Fred to ask him questions via his earpiece, and Fred would relay her concerns to him. Jacob eager to close answered them with nil hesitation.
 
After securing Mary in the passenger seat, Fred turned to thank Jacob for playing along.
 
“Thank you for the purchase, Mr. Garrett; you made this job fun today, I hope you and Mrs. Garrett enjoy your new vehicle,” was all Jacob said with a bright smile as he shook his hand.
 
Several blocks away from the dealership, Fred pulled over and removed his seat belt.
 
“What are you doing?” Mary inquired.
 
“It’s your new car too,” he smiled. “You drive.”
 
“Fred stop, I’m not driving.”
 
“Then we’re going to be sitting here for awhile,” he huffed.
 
“Fred, we bought our first new car, that is enough.”
 
“I have seen you cook dinner, clean the house, do laundry, and shop on the web,” he sternly informed her. “Not only do you have full control of that body, but you can see everything. All you have to do is climb over and get in the driver’s seat while I walk to the passenger’s side.”
 
With a head nod, she agreed.
 
Fred jumped out of the vehicle rushing to the other side. As he hopped in strapping in, he watched as she adjusted the seat and side mirrors, and turned the radio to her favorite FM channel.
 
A wave of emotions filled him as she placed her foot on the brake, nudged the shifter to drive, hit her turn signal, and then gave it some gas slowly pulled out.
 
Fred fought with his tear ducts again as he witnessed a genuine bright smile form on her face. He distracted himself by tapping the camera function on his phone.
 
“What are you doing?”
 
“Taking a selfie,” He grinned. “I want to remember this.”
 
She rolled her eyes for the first one but turned to pose for the last two before he settled into his seat to look at them.
 
 “So where do you want to go Mr. Garrett?”
 
“You’re behind the wheel, Mrs. Garrett.” He beamed at her, “Wherever you want to go.”
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After an hour and half of driving around town and stopping for Fred to get ice coffee, they ended up sitting on their favorite park bench watching the world go past them. In the midst of it, they lightly discussed the look on Jacob’s face and what he must have been thinking throughout the sale of the car.
 
Her comical recreation of what must have been going on in his head had Fred hobbled over and cracked up with laughter.
 
As the humor died down, an uncomfortable thought seeped into his brain which was telegraphed by his demeanor.
 
“What are you thinking Fred?”
 
“I want to ask you some questions,” he said softly. “But know that you’re not obligated to answer any of them.”
 
“Okay.”
 
“Have you met or spoken to anyone that we know where you are?”
 
“No,” she answered. “And I have searched. I believe they’ve all passed on.”
 
“Where you are,” he turned to her. “Are you scared?”
 
His throat became dry as it felt like a million light years before she answered.
 
“Sometimes.”
 
“Are you in a bad place?”
 
“No, not really.”
 
“Are you in danger?” was his next question.
 
“No, those who see the light are never in danger.” She assured him.
 
A shower of relief washed over him. However, her answer guided his next uncomfortable question.
 
“What about those …who don’t see the light?” He swallowed.



“This is where we change the subject,” she said immediately.
 
He nodded with a stomach full of dread agreeing not to press the issue.
 
“Can I ask
you
something?” She started her round of questions.
 
“Sure,” Fred nodded.
 
“That cute redhead barmaid you met three months ago, do you regret not taking her home?”
 
“You saw that,” he nervously smirked.
 
“Yes, I did, and I’m not mad. I know how lonely you are, hell it’s the reason you bought this doll,” she answered. “And you didn’t go through with it because of some loyalty to me, but I’m no longer on the same plane of reality as you Fred, so that obligation has come to an end. I don’t even know why you’re even staying in that apartment.”
 
“I didn’t sleep with her
just
because of you.” Fred turned looking her in the eyes. “I could see in her eyes she was looking for more, and I didn’t have more to give. You took my heart to the other side with you. It would have been cruel just to use her so I wouldn’t be alone at night. And I keep our apartment because
that is our apartment. And the memories there were the only thing keeping me going.”
 
“Okay,” she stopped him. “I don’t want to argue.”
 
Fred inhaled and exhaled a sigh she could not breathe as the both of them sat awkwardly next to one another in silence figuring out how to bring the positivity back to the beautiful day they were having together.
 
“I want to try something.”
 
“Okay,” Fred swallowed looking around.
 
She scooted over closer to him and leaned in resting her head against his chest. He placed an arm around her and began to use his fingers to glide up and down her arm caressing it.
 
“That feels nice.”
 
“You can feel that?” He cocked an eyebrow.
 
“Your soul silly,” she answered. “I can feel your soul. It’s warm to the touch.”
 
“But I thought you could only feel me when we …”
 
“There’s no exact science to this you perv,” She cut him off. “It just takes the right situation and combination of things. Right now, it’s this.”
 
“Then maybe we should do more of this,” he leaned in whispering in her ear.
 
“Do you know what I miss the most about living?” She asked.
 
His heart sped up a bit from her question. He took a slow breath to calm himself refusing to break into tears and spoil the mood.
 
“What do you miss?”
 
“I miss being able to smell …especially you.”
 
“My smell?” He scoffed.
 
“Yeah, you have a musky smell that I just love,” she continued. “Especially when you’re a bit funky, why do you think I was always burying my head in your chest or near your underarm? It was calming for me.”
 
“I miss the way you smell too …” Fred nuzzled his nose into her hair. “I miss the way your hair smelled, especially when it’s wet.”
 
“Really?”
 
“Yeah,” he nodded. “I miss the smell of that fruit body cream you used that choked me until it settled in.”
 
“It was called Mango Tango Madness.”
 
“I even missed your little funky Dutch ovens …” he whispered to her.
 
His last comment brought on an indiscreet sharp pinch to his side that made him flinch and chuckle.
 
“Asshole!”
 
Fred withstood her pinch attacks pulling her closer to him kissing the side of her head. She settled in nuzzling her head against his chest.
 
“It’s not fair …that you can’t feel me.”
 
He used his free hand to quickly wipe away the tears from his eyes before they fell and then squinted to the point of straining his lids to ensure no more came forth.
“Yeah,” Fred cleared his throat. “But this is enough. It’s enough for me.”
 
He turned leaning in bringing his lips closer to hers. Mary pulled back as far as she could without being noticed realizing what he was about to do.
 
“What the hell are you doing?”
 
“What I want to do.”
 
“Are you crazy? We’re in public …”
 
“I don’t care,” he shook his head.
 
“Well, I do.” She snapped at him. “This crosses the line into padded cell and straightjacket world.”
 
 “I …don’t …care,” he raised his voice a bit. “My world stopped making sense the day …”
 
“Fred …stop,” Mary pleaded. “We’re having a beautiful day.”
 
“Then don’t make this stop it,” He pleaded back.
 
“Fred,” she said more forcefully. “You’re going to be kissing …”
 
“I’m going to be kissing my wife. I’m going to be kissing …my wife.”
 
He felt slight resistance from her, as he Inuit kissed her nose. As much as she did not want him to do it, it would have looked even weirder for him to be struggling with a doll in public. It began with their lips hovering inches from one another, a slight touch, a peck. His heart made jack rabbit beats as they went further and further. With his eyes closed, reality faded away to his desires which Mary obliged.
 
Fred became primal pulling her onto his lap, while she cupped his face drinking from his lips making her tongue moist to aid in the fantasy. Their act had stopped time, and melted away the world, leaving just them on that park bench.
 
“Fred stop! Stop!” She rang into his ears, “Cynthia and Barbara are coming! They’re coming this way!”
 
Even though she went limp in his arms, it took him awhile to sober up from their make out session. By then it was too late as his eyes welcomed back in the light of the world to see a doe eyed Cynthia standing before them with a face that worn part diplomacy and part concern with her other girlfriend Barbara wearing a visibly disturbed visage.
 
“Hey, Fred.”
 
“Hey Cynthia,” he dragged out the greeting as his mind raced to think of a rational explanation for what he was doing. “Barbara.”
 
“Hi Fred,” Barbara answered with a nervous giggle.
 
“Who’s your friend?” Cynthia gently motioned.
 
“Uh …um … haven’t given her a name yet.” He swallowed.
 
“Don’t you think you should?” Cynthia asked. “Considering how close you two seem to be?”
 
It was a clear underline way of not embarrassing him while asking what the hell was he doing. Fred decided to deflect it.
 
“So, coming from shopping?”
 
“It’s Ethan’s birthday next week,” She smiled. “You remember your godson’s birthday?”
 
“Yeah, of course,” he snapped his fingers. “And I will be there.”
 
“Will you be bringing your little friend?” Cynthia motioned.
 
“Um, not sure.”
 
It slipped out before he realized what he was saying.
 
“What the hell Fred. The answer is no!” was what rung in his earpiece.
 
“Well just be sure to give either Barney or me a heads up. Hope to see you there either way.”
 
“Sure, talk to you later Cynthia.” Fred uneasily waved, “Bye Barbara.”
 
“Later Fred.”
 
They both returned the wave before taking their leave. Fred and her watched as both Cynthia and Barbara glanced over their shoulder looking back at them at least twice between the two of them before taking a left out of sight.
 
A mortally embarrassed Fred buried his forehead into his wife’s chest as he held her.
 
“Cynthia is going to tell Barney and big mouth Barbara is going to run her trap all over town.”
 
“Yep,” Fred huffed.
 
“I’d like to go home now.” Mary requested.
 
“Me too.”
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News of Fred’s bench make out session spread like wild fire as his phone little up with calls he sent to voicemail or text messages that a perturbed Mary read out loud for him to hear.
 
Fred was more concerned with Cynthia telling Barney and the repercussions that would follow for the night long grilling his friend would take along with the million and one questions Barney could not possibly answer.
 
With working knowledge of his friend’s mind game tactics, Fred knew Barney would not confront him about the park incident right after Cynthia told him about it.
 
He’d sit on it, pretend nothing happened, let Fred stew, and then clobber him with it at the most awkward opportune time.
 
Fred had to get in front of it before Barney struck first.
 
“Church is still on for tomorrow at three, right? I’ll bring the rock. You just bring your silicone kissing ass.”
 
Fred’s eye fluttered with disgust at Barney’s text message as Mary fell out while filling the apartment with ghostly cackling sounds.
 
Before he could opt out of the game; Mary replied to the text message stating that he would be there and then ordered him to go.
 
“You need to get out the house and interact with live people outside of work,” she lectured him. “So, stop treating your best friend like crap and go play with him. I also need a little break from you.”
 
A part of him wanted to know what she meant by her remark but decided it was best to let it go so it wouldn’t fester into a silly argument.
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The next day, as Fred pulled up to the court in the new Jeep, he could see a stunned yet approving visage on his friend’s face.
 
“Tell me this is not a rental.” Barney walked around inspecting it.
 
“Nope,” Fred answered while getting out, “Picked it up yesterday.”
 
 “Tell me you got the Hemi.” Barney grinned.
 
“Five point seven V8,” Fred smiled proudly.
 
“Finally, it’s not an SRT, but this is a huge step up from that piece of crap you refuse to let go of,” Barney adulated. “Kind of makes up for subjecting me to listening to my wife go on for an entire night about you and your little ‘girlfriend’ sucking lips on a park bench.”
 
A semi-embarrassed Fred caught off guard could only avert his eyes to the pavement.
 
“All the places you could have gotten freaky outside of your house,” Barney shook his head with fatherly disgust. “Men’s bathroom stall, a movie theater, or the back of your brand-new whip …no, you choose a park bench in broad daylight. And not just any park …you go to the park that everyone and their mother goes. Bring your ass to the court; I’m whooping several shades off you today.”
 
They played half court for an hour and a half. Barney trounced Fred the first game, then picked-up games three and four by using his compact size to drive up the middle for two pointers and swatting most of Fred’s shots out of the air with his baseball glove for a mitt. Fred, however, rallied back picking up the second, fifth and sixth game by spinning around his larger opponent, and firing clean three pointers into the net. By game seven both men called it quits mid game as their age crept up on them.  
 
Barney made his barbs and jabs during the games about the incident. Some Fred took, while others he returned fire with his wit. Neither spoke earnestly on what happened.
 
At the end of the game, they switched vehicles so that Barney could test drive the new Jeep. Fred followed him in his HellCat as they drove to his house. 
 
“Smooth ride and I love leg room,” Barney exited the vehicle with an approving nod. “Almost tempted to trade up, they hooked you up at the San Diego dealership. Did you see my man Brad? He works there.”
 
“Uh, no,” Fred fumbled while shaking his head. “This other guy assisted us with the purchase, he gave us an excellent deal.”
 
“Us?” Barney cocked a bewildered eyebrow. “Who else went with you?”
 
“Ah! Me! I meant me!” Fred chuckled while smacking his forehead. “He got me a terrific deal.”
 
Barney’s eyes became slits of suspicion as Fred put on an innocent face pretending as if nothing was out of the ordinary. Barney gave him a “to be continued nod” as he turned heading for the steps of his apartment.
 
“Uh, where you going?” Fred asked with a stutter.
 
“Upstairs to drain the snake of Gatorade,” Barney turned hitting him with interrogative eyes again. “Is there a problem?”
 
“No …no problem at all,” Fred lowered his head while clearing his throat.
 
He dribbled Barney’s ball a couple of times, a tactical move to remove the nervousness swirling within him, and to distract Barney who had him under a microscope. It did little to help as they headed up to his apartment with the heat of his friend’s stare on the back of his neck.
 
As they got to his door, Fred fumbled with his keys to buy a particular someone time to head to the bedroom before they entered.
 
“Any year now Fred …like before I need depends.”
 
“Dude, the lock is a bit sticky.” He glared back at him. “Not about to break my key off just because you have a bladder of a five-year-old.”
 
As Fred finally opened the door and entered first, Barney barged past him making a beeline for the bathroom.
 
“Jesus!”
 
The big man spun around shuddering. It appeared he almost went on himself as Fred entered the living room to see her in a simple green knee high floral dress purposely sitting nonchalantly on the love seat couch with her gaze toward the foyer entrance.
 
He gave her a quick disapproving glare while Barney recovered from being startled. 
 
“Why do you have it just sitting in the living room?” Barney lashed out. “Shouldn’t it be on your bed, or in the damn closet?”
 
“She
keeps me company,” Fred fired back. “And since she is the current woman of this house,
she
can sit anywhere
she
damn well please.”
 
Barney brandished an expression signaling that it was time to have a serious talk about Fred and his doll.
 
“Hold that thought,” He held up a finger before scurrying off to use the bathroom.
 
As Barney shut the door behind him, Fred turned to see her standing up. She tossed him his glasses as she looked down at the ground.
 
“Are you crazy?” He whispered while putting on his shades. “I know you saw us coming up the stairs! Why didn’t you go to the bedroom?”
 
He grabbed his phone to read her buzzing message.
 
“To repeat what you just said, this is my house, so I can sit anywhere I damn well please in my own house. Not to mention, it’s Barney.”
 
“You do realize, when he comes out, he’s going to grill me about the park and us?”
 
“And?” She folded her arms while rolling her eyes. “No one told you to put me on your lap and start tonguing me down in broad daylight like we were in some Danielle Steel’s novel. He’s coming out the bathroom.”
 
“You were spying on him?” Fred threw up his hands in disbelief.
 
“Shut up, and lose the damn glasses!” was her final message as she plopped back down on the couch.
 
Fred quickly pulled off the shades chucking them into the love seat as Barney walked back into the living room area. The suspicious interrogative look Barney wore earlier was back as he glanced at the doll and then locked eyes with Fred who inconspicuously slid his phone back into the pocket of his basketball shorts.
 
“What?” Fred asked while donning his annoyance countenance.
 
“The minute you come into the house you got to play with your dolly?” Barney snorted.
 
“What are you talking about?”
 
“She’s sitting entirely different from when I left the room, Fred.”
 
Fred slowly turned narrowing his eyes at her, not amused by her little prank. He dropped the ball on the couch right next to her as he told her with his facial expression that he was going to get her for it later.
 
“You want some water?” Fred turned brandishing a bright sardonic smile.
 
“No,” Barney shook his head. “I’d like to talk about what’s going on between you and the dummy.”
 
“It’s a doll Barney,” Fred fired a warning shot with an irritated tone while walking to the refrigerator to get a bottle of water.
 
“Whatever,” Barney returned dismissively. “Listen, I completely understand why you bought it. I’m glad to know you don’t think it’s spooked, and that you’re enjoying it in the most filthy and perverted ways possible. However, taking it outside and going on a date with it is on the fence teetering toward weirdsville man. I mean forget the fact that Cynthia caught you, what if she was there with the kids? What if it was someone other than her that saw you?”
 
“I’d deal with it,” Fred shrugged as he retrieved a bottle of water from the fridge.
 
“What do you mean ‘deal with it’?”
 
Fred cracked open the water and took a sip as he thought of a well-thought-out response to his friend’s question. He turned heading back into the living room.
 
“Look, Barney; I don’t expect you to understand …”
 
As Fred entered the living room, his eyes befell a sight that sent bolts of shock and rage running through him at the same time.
 
“What …the fuck …are you doing?”
 
“What?” Barney innocently asked.
 
He asked this question with one hand cupped on the doll’s left breast and his other hand up copping a feel up its skirt.
 
“Get the fuck off of her!” Fred howled charging him.
 
His reaction made a much larger startled Barney spring from the love seat with his hands up, while the doll slid halfway to the ground. Fred spilled his water as he instantly switched from attempting to kill his best friend for violating his wife, to helping her back up to a sitting position on the love seat.
 
“What? What did I do?” Barney nervously stuttered. “You forgot to clean it or something? Don’t tell me I got your jizz on my hand man. Please do not say that!”
 
“How dare you,” Fred snarled at him. “How dare you fucking touch her?!”
 
“Dude …” Barney backed up now weirded out. “Calm down …I just wanted to see how real it felt, what’s the big fucking deal?”
 
“You had
no right
touching her! You’re
married
for god sakes!”
 
Barney stood there with a dumbfounded blank expression on his face attempting to process what was just said to him, what he believed he was accused of by his best friend.
 
“You do know …that’s a doll …right Fred?”
 
Barney’s innocent question brought Fred partially back to his senses.
 
“Yeah …I know it’s a doll,” Fred swallowed. “But …”
 
“But what?” Barney asked with squinted eyes. “You’re accusing me of attempting of having an affair …with your … doll?”
 
“Well that’s inaccurate,” Fred coughed. “She wouldn’t be a willing party to …”
 
“So now you’re accusing me of cheating on my wife, and attempting to molest your doll?”
 
“Dude, sometimes you go too far and invade boundaries,” Fred fired back. “It’s the backseat all over again!”
 
Barney’s jaw dropped as anger filled his face at Fred reliving what was supposed to be a buried topic between the two of them.
 
“I told you for the umpteenth friggin time,” Barney growled. “It was Cynthia’s idea! What was I supposed to do, say no to a BJ?”
 
“I was out of the car for five minutes Barney,” Fred wagged his finger at him. “Mary was asleep in the front for god sakes; you think she needed to wake up to that? You guys could have waited until we got back to the hotel!”
 
“You know what sickens me about this conversation,” Barney bit back. “You never bring it up in front of Cynthia! You’ll beat me over the head with it, but you never go in on her!”
 
“I’m not going to attack your wife, Barney.”
 
“Okay, you want to hear it for the billionth-time Fred,” Barney glared at him. “I apologize on behalf of myself and my
wife, who was not only a part of the incident but the
instigator, for being sexual deviants in the backseat of your car while your wife was sleeping! It was after a Metallica concert, sue us! I also apologize for playing with your little dolly, which by the way ain’t all that, especially after you changed the face. And yes, I am giving you a half ass apology, because for the first incident I think I’ve said sorry way more than I need to, and for the second one …it’s a doll, Fred. Wake the fuck up man!”
 
A fed up and disgusted Barney gave Fred his back as he attempted to calm himself. He realized he was a millisecond from his best friend kicking him out of his apartment. Not wanting it to come to that, he was prepared to turn around and muster up a sincere apology and salvage a conversation that went frigid cold south quickly.
 
WHAM!
 
Barney lurched forward after getting smacked square in the back of the skull with his own basketball, nursing the back of his head, he turned thunderstruck that Fred had the audacity to bean him with it.
 
“No …you did not do …what I think you just did.” He snarled.
 
A wide-eyed Fred who was nowhere in the proper trajectory to fire the volley glanced at an “innocent” looking doll, sitting cross legged and pretending to look out the window.
 
“Uh …my bad … I was trying to throw it to you.”
 
“My back was turned!”
 
“I know,” Fred answered while covered in panic sweat. “You see …I was going to call your name …so you could turn around and catch it, but …I forgot.”
 
Fred knew what was coming next. Barney advanced toward him unleashing the Larry David stare he had perfected.  He kept eye contact with him throughout the entire torturous ordeal.
 
Realizing Fred would not crack under his gaze, he withdrew giving him a sinister head nod.
 
“Alright,” Barney cracked a calm smile.
 
He picked up his basketball with his massive mitt and slammed it violently into his other palm while keeping his eyes targeted on Fred.
 
“I gotta go; you and your dolly have a good day.”
 
Barney slowly backpedaled toward the foyer seeing himself out. Fred listened out for the sound of the closing door and proceeded to head toward it to lock it.
 
“Don’t bother,” she answered with the volume low on the phone. “I locked it already.”
 
“Are you out of your ever …!” He turned to her.
 
“Lower your voice,” she commanded him while standing up. “He’s listening at the door.”
 
Fred snuck over to the door and slowly began to turn the lock so as not to be heard. It was not loud enough as he could hear the quick stomping of Barney’s enormous feet on the outside hardwood floor.
 
Fred flew the door anyway just to make sure only to hear Barney scampering down the steps.
 
With an eye roll, he shut the door locking it as he stormed back to living room to confront his devious wife. As he entered, she tossed him back his glasses to put on again.
 
“Ya mad?” He snapped at her. “Wah ya lick the man with the ball for?”
 
“Your sick perv of a best friend had a hand full of my left tit and was five seconds from sliding his ape fingers in between my underwear,” she defended her actions. “He had it coming, especially for the Metallica incident.”
 
She shuddered as her mind went back to the traumatizing event, while Fred stood there with a face reading that ninety-five percent of him agreed with her action.
 
“You do realize he’s going to go home and tell Cynthia, what ‘I’ supposedly did right?”
 
“And?”
 
Before he could answer, she walked away heading for the bedroom.
 
“I’m going to change into my onesie and get dinner ready.”
 
“You’re wearing the onesie again tonight,” Fred stammered.
 
“Uh huh,” she nodded. “And since your idiot friend violated my underwear, I don’t feel like wearing any tonight.”
 
She took them off in front of him dropping them to the floor and sashayed to the back. Fred stood there wincing due to the blood in his body pulling to one central location robbing him of all his senses.
 
“Barney will be alright,” Fred muttered to himself.



CHAPTER 9
 
After the infamous basketball beaning incident, Barney’s demeanor toward him was off, especially at work. Not only did he no longer press the issue about Fred’s unnatural intimate closeness to the doll, but Fred could also feel him always observing him, which crept him out.
 
It got so uncomfortable Fred found himself feeling paranoid, where he was looking over his shoulder, or leaping at his own shadow in both the parking lot and bathroom.
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Having enough, Fred barged into Barney’s office one day to give him a stern ultimatum.
 
“Whatever the hell you’re doing, knock it off!”
 
“What?” A stunned Barney coiled back asking. “What I do?”
 
“You know what it is you’re doing!” Fred snarled pointing at him. “So, knock it off!”
 
He stormed out of his friend’s office with a face of confusion and irritation that made co-workers leap out of his path as he headed back to his office.
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The next day, Barney didn’t come into the office. His assistant claimed he was not feeling well and decided to work from home. Fred tried to call him only to get his voicemail. He left him both a message and a text asking if he was okay and apologizing for the outburst.
 
During the day, Fred tried to contact him via work related emails by slipping in personal questions or comments. Barney removed the personal content, and forward the work-related stuff to his team so that they could deal with Fred.
 
A mentally and emotionally exhausted Fred trudged to his Jeep at the end of the work day. His Apple watch buzzed as he got to the door of the vehicle. Knowing it was from Mary who he had not spoken to all day, he looked down to see what she wanted.
 
Her message gave him owl eyes.
 
“You’re coming home to an ambush.”
 
“Say what?” Fred scowled in confusion.
 
“More like an intervention,” she began to explain. “Veronica is here with Barney, Cynthia, and my sister.”
 
“Son of a bitch,” he snorted. “Well, I just won’t come home then. I’ll wait them out.”
 
“No, you won’t,” she buzzed on his phone. “You’re going to bring your ass home and deal with this. You’re going to cut my sister off financially officially, and you’re going to tell everyone you are perfectly sane, you are just working through some things, to mind their own damn business, and then kick them the hell out of our home, in that order.”
 
“I don’t want to,” he shook his head.
 
“Bring your ass home ...now Fred.”
 
“And if I refuse?” he swallowed.
 
“I’m woman enough to admit I could be a bit of a bitch when I was alive,” the text came through. “You want to test me when I’m dead?”
 
“Coming straight home,” Fred coughed.
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Twenty minutes later, Fred was at his door preparing to walk into his intervention. Just as Mary informed him, he could feel and hear people within his apartment. He took a minute to gather himself, taking in a deep breath before he faced the familiar intruders within his domicile. His minute was a bit too long for a certain someone as his devices began to buzz.
 
“I’m going in! Don’t rush me.” He whispered.
 
Fred opened the door walking in with a face that said irritation, not surprise; which made everyone waiting for him a bit concerned and taken off guard. He slowly scanned the room meeting eyes with his sister Veronica, Barney, Cynthia, and Mary’s sister Sara.
 
Sitting on the couch in one of her flower summer dresses was Mary. Judging by how she sat, she probably ran into the bedroom as they were coming up stairs. Barney must have carried her out so that Fred could face his “problem.” He was sure there was going to be a conversation about the attire she had on that everyone had seen the living Mary in while she was still alive.
 
With a sigh, he dropped his bag and folded his arms getting into a defensive position to take them on.
 
“So, what’s this all about?”
 
The environment became even more awkward especially for Veronica, as Fred’s eyes remained locked on her with a disapproving glare, probably because she had the only other keys to his apartment and was responsible for letting everyone else in.
 
The primary objective was to catch Fred unawares and slowly guide him to admitting to having a problem.
 
He, however,
had a demeanor as if everyone present had the problem, and was prepared to tell them about themselves.
 
“Okay,” Veronica began clearing her throat. “Fred, Barney contacted me and told me what was going on.”
 
“And what exactly is going on V?” Fred narrowed his eyes at her.
 
“Fred, come on man,” Barney stepped in. “You’ve been acting hella weird since you bought this doll. You said it was just a sleep aide, but mad people have stated that they spotted you around town with this thing as if you’re dating it. You bought a brand-new Jeep …”
 
“What does I purchasing a new vehicle have anything to do with you?” Fred held a hand up stopping him in his tracks.
 
“It’s just not like you Fred,” Cynthia chimed in attempting to explain what her husband meant tactfully.
 
“Why is this thing wearing my sister’s dress?”
 
The question came from Sara, who finally decided to put her two cents into the conversation.
 
Fred addressed her with the dullest look he could conjure up.
 
“Last I checked, that dress belonged to my wife along with everything else that she owned, which currently resides right here in my house. That means I can do whatever I damn please with it, including donating it, burning it, wearing it my damn self if I choose to, or dressing a doll with it.”
 
A buzzed rang through his watch. He rolled his eyes as he glanced at it.
 
“You could have left out the wearing my clothes bit,” Mary reprimanded him.
 
“They’re my sister’s things!” She pressed. “You could have given them to me.”
 
“I think I’ve given you enough Sara.” Fred scowled at her.
 
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
“You really want everyone here to hear, how much of your sister’s royalty money I put in your hand after her death?” Fred asked with widened eyes.
 
“I never asked you …!” She squealed.
 
“No, not directly,” he cut her off. “You usually lead with how tight things are, or that your deadbeat for a man ain’t got a job yet. Why are you here anyway?”
 
Her visage was a mixture of stunned, hurt, and embarrassed. It did nothing to chip Fred’s new granite demeanor that was fed up with everyone within his vicinity.
 
“Fred, what are you doing?” Veronica stepped in to protect her. “There was no reason to go there, man.”
 
“You’re right V,” he snapped at her. “I should be going in on you for letting people up into my house without my permission, or maybe I should go in on the orchestrator of this little intervention, who probably neglected to tell his wife that he was up in my house coping a feel on my doll while I was in another room. Were you trying to see if she could clench you?”
 
A flushed Barney stood there with a face as if he had been backhanded by Fred who blatantly violated the bro code. The intervention indeed had gone south as he could feel his wife’s disapproving glare burn the back of his neck. He knew there would be a very detailed conversation about this new revelation and the clenching comment the second they got into the car, all the way home, and all night until the both of them were exhausted from lack of sleep.
 
“What the fuck man …” was all Barney could get out.
 
“All right enough!” Cynthia stepped in to try and take control of the intervention. “Fredrick Garrett, we are your friends and family! Now as creepy as this thing looks to me, if you want it in your house for whatever reason that is your business. But I saw you sitting on a park bench having a full-blown conversation with it, and then slipping it some tongue. And I’m not the only one. Now you don’t have to talk to us, but don’t you think you need to see someone and talk about this before it gets way out of hand?”
 
“I actually am.” He drew a sarcastic smile across his face. “Doctor Samuel Murdock, who I am currently seeing to deal with the fact that I saw my wife killed right in front of me. Who also got me into a weekly grief counseling group to talk about the fact that I saw my wife killed in front of me. Then there are the three different antidepressant medications I am currently taking so I don’t end up slitting my wrists over the fact that I saw my wife killed in front of me. And you know something Cynthia …none of it is fucking helping, other than to remind me that I saw my wife get killed in front of me!”
 
His anguished roar silenced everyone in the room.
 
“I’m a good person. My wife was a great person!” Fred continued his rant. “She never hurt anyone! All she wanted to do was write books, have children, and to live the rest of her life with a lucky son of a bitch like me! And it all got taken away by some little selfish pubescent bitch, who couldn’t pull over or wait till she got to her fucking destination to read her fucking text message!  In an age and time where it has been said over and over again ‘do not text and fucking drive!’ My life got obliterated, while that little cunt gets to spend a couple of years in juvie! Her record will most likely be sealed due to good behavior, and she’ll go on to possibly get married and have a family of her own putting all of this behind her, while my life remains scorched fucking Earth, and my wife six feet under.
 
And I’m the one who’s supposed to get over it, get help, and learn to live some semblance of a normal life?”
 
He turned his full attention and rage at Barney, ignoring everyone else in the room.
 
“Despite the eternal hole in my chest, I haven’t blown my brains out, choked on some pills, or jumped out a window. I find a way to drag my ass out of bed every day and make it into a job that I use to love but now feels like it’s sucking the soul out of me. I pay my bills and maintain some semblance of life. So, if I want to play with a life size doll to keep my shit together from time to time, it’s no one’s fucking business!”
 
On instinct, he glanced down at the message buzzing on his Apple Watch.
 
“Enough, they’re still our friends and family. Ask them nicely to leave.”
 
Fred left out a soft huff before he complied with a head nod.
 
“Um, thank you all for your concern, but I’d like you all to leave please.”
 
“Fred, what if everyone else left and you and I talked?” Veronica pleaded stepping forward.
 
“I don’t want to talk to anyone right now V; I just want to be left alone. Please.”
 
His sister took the hint from the sternness in his voice not to press the issue any further. Cynthia following suit poked her husband letting him know with eye contact that they should leave as well. Sara was the first to storm off heading for the door not even giving him a second look.
 
Barney mimicked Sara’s silent treatment heading for the door. He opted to flip Fred off as he left to show him how he felt. Cynthia following behind him gave him a sharp smack across his back for being childish.
 
Before Veronica could leave, Fred extended his hand requesting his spare keys back.
 
“Fred …come on …I’m sorry.”
 
“Veronica …please.”
 
She sadly rolled her eyes as she went into her purse pulling out her keys handing them to him.
 
“I’ve been back for two days, and you didn’t even to call me,” She lectured him.
 
“I’m sorry,” he glanced down at the floor. “We’ll catch-up later. I promise.”
 
He caught her looking at the doll over his shoulder with some concern before giving him a reluctant nod. As he escorted her to the door, she quickly turned giving him a hug. It softened him up enough to return it.
 
“I’ll talk to you later. I promise.”
 
As Fred closed the door, he pulled his shades from out of his pocket putting them on. He then turned to see her standing up with her arms folded and trademark displeased visage that he knew all too well.
 
He rolled his eyes as she turned on the audio text messaging feature on his phone.
 
“You went too far, again.”
 
“Really?” Fred snorted. “I went too far?”
 
“You had no right to embarrass my sister in front of your sister and our friends.”
 
“She embarrassed herself!” He shot back. “Telling me that I should have given her your shit like she’s entitled to it, who the hell does that?”
 
“It did not warrant embarrassing her!” She returned fire. “That is my sister!”
 
“You always do this shit to me,” Fred wagged a finger at her. “Just because I don’t talk or deliver things the way you deliver them, I’m either too soft or an asshole. Why don’t you get off your ass next time and do all the talking, like you usually do?”
 
“Asshole is your word …I use prick.”
 
Her response brought a snarl to his face as he remembered how much he hated her calling him that.
 
“It’s called balance Fred, which I am constantly saying that you lack sometime! You had no right to tear her head off over a dress, which she had every right to ask about!”
 
“She wants a dress so goddamn badly, let her go buy one of her own with the money I gave her! She ain’t getting any of your shit, and that’s final!”
 
“So, you don’t mind giving her a couple of hundred dollars from my hard-earned royalties every month, but you draw the line in regards to my clothes and jewelry?” Mary returned fire.
 
“Money comes and goes like a snap!” He roared. “I could have given it out of my paycheck, but since you were currently
dead, I didn’t see the fucking difference!”
 
A haunting silence came over the room, created by Fred as he realized what he just said.
 
“I …I didn’t mean …what I just said …” he apologized with watery eyes.
 
The room became cold as she took a step back from him.
 
“But you said it.”
 
He thought she was going to vanish that the doll would go limp and either collapse onto the floor or the couch. Instead, she did something more painful.
 
She walked away heading for their bedroom.
 
“Mary, I’m sorry,” He reached to grab her arm. “Baby I’m sorry …”
 
Her response was a haunting howl of anger and pain that forced Fred to scurry back to the mantle clutching his chest. His violent shaking barely allowed him to feel or hear her message which was in caps.
 
“Do not touch me, and do not follow me.”
 
She stormed off to the back slamming the bedroom door behind her.
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For the next hour, Fred sat in the living room feeling lower than dirt itself, and wishing he could cut his tongue out.
 
Now and then
he would jump at the sound of a haunting yowl coming from the bedroom. Feeling that he waited long enough, Fred rose to his feet and took his time creeping to the back to check on his wife.
 
The closer he got, his breath became dragon smoke bellowing from his lips from the frosty air.
 
Reaching the door, he slowly turned the knob cracking it open. He was hesitant to enter, believing she would slam it shut in his face. Building a bit more confidence, Fred pushed the door open further and poked his head in to witness a sight that made him feel like the worst person in the world.
 
She laid on the bed, curled up in the fetal position with her back turned to him. Now and then a faint eerie whimper echoed within the room, telegraphing her sadness.
 
Fred meekly stepped into the room running his fingers over his bald dome searching for the right words to apologize for what he said earlier.
 
“I forgot to tell you, being a prick is a genetic defect in my family,” Fred swallowed as he neared the bed, “Comes mostly from my father’s side …that and having a very thick penis.”
 
The air became colder, signaling that she was not in the mood for his sordid humor.
 
As Fred timidly sat on the bed, silence enveloped the room again. He reached over to caress her legs, but she pulled them away.
 
“I still remember that last time she made you cry,” he whispered. “You were so looking forward to shopping for your wedding dress. Cynthia, V, Marsha, and the rest of your bridesmaids all showed up …but the one person that you wanted to be with you more than anyone else that day was Sara.”
 
Fred waggled his bottom jaw to suppress the anger that was building from the story he retold.
 
“And then she sent you that bullshit text message about double booking. That she was out shopping for a bridal dress with one of her friends who were also getting married. I remember you calling me, and how small your voice was over the phone. I never hated anyone in my life, but I hated your sister from that day on, because not only did she hurt you …she made it so nothing I did or said on that day could take that pain away.”
 
Fred lowered his head as he wiped the mist forming in his eyes.
 
“I helped her out because I knew that is what you’d want me to do after you were gone. But in my mind, she had no right to your things,” Fred shook his head. “She didn’t deserve them. After all, the messed up hurtful things, she did and said to you, especially in my presence …she didn’t deserve to have a piece of you …of what you built to become you. Even if you forgave her, I didn’t. So, it was easier to give her the money.”
 
He felt her legs slowly extend outward allowing him to caress them. She shifted forward on the bed giving him space to lay behind her and spoon her. Holding her close, he planted a kiss on the back of her neck.
 
“I’m so sorry,” Fred whispered to her.
 
“I don’t want to be dead anymore.”
 
Although the audio text didn’t emit any emotion when she said it, Fred burst into inconsolable tears as he held her tighter. She turned burying her face in his chest which made it worse.
 
In his mind, her voice was small again, and nothing he could do would take the pain she felt away from her.



CHAPTER 10

 
 
 The next day Fred sat in his office submerged in his thoughts. His work productivity was nil in the aftermath of the intervention, and the argument he had with Mary left a bad taste in both his mouth and brainpan.
 
It also did not help that early that morning, Barney came into his office and politely told him off.
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His mind wandered back to the eight-minute awkward conversation, with Barney doing most of the talking. He had expected him to walk in at some point in the day and talk about what happened at the intervention; he just didn’t think it would have been right after he settled in.
 
His friend strolled into his office with a face he had never seen on him in regards to him.
 
It was one of indifference.
 
“Two things, are we still on for the 3 O’clock?” was his first coldly delivered question.
 
“Yeah, I got the numbers from my team last night,” Fred apprehensively nodded. “I’m going to look them over again in a couple of minutes.”
 
“Okay,” Barney nodded. “Secondly, I understand that I probably overstepped yesterday with the intervention, and I apologize. If you’re so hell bent on blowing up your life, I have no right to stop you. But I’m asking since I know Cynthia won’t ask that you not come to Ethan’s birthday party.”
 
Fred sat there both stunned and hurt as if Barney had smacked him in the face with a basketball.
 
“Both my kids look at you like you’re their uncle,” Barney continued. “He’s too young to understand whatever this is you’re going through, and I would like very much not to expose either of them to it.”
 
“Thank you for the half-ass apology?” Fred leaned back in his chair with confused irritation on his face. “What reaction were you expecting from me Barney when you bring my sister into something that I had not told her about and was no one’s business?”
 
“I think it became everyone’s business when Cynthia caught you lip locking your new girlfriend on a public park bench.”
 
Fred sat there with a stuck expression on his visage searching his brain for a powerful retort.
 
“Still none of my damn business, right?” Barney beat him to the draw. “Well let’s just say I’m not the only one noticing that you’ve been blowing off clients, skipping meetings, appeared to be checked out for the majority of the day, or running out of here when the clock hits 5:30. You might want to address that before someone comes and talks to you about it. Unless you no longer care because it’s sucking the life out of you.”
 
“What is this really about Barney?” Fred scowled. “Because I don’t go to the comic book store with you anymore because we don’t hang out to shoot the shit like we usually do?”
 
“No, you prick, because you won’t stay the fuck home and deal with whatever is going on with you,” Barney shot back. “Because all this time you’ve been trying to maintain this front that you are fine when you are not fine when you have
never
been fine! You’re in one of the few jobs that bless you with four months’ bereavement leave, and you took
two weeks
after the funeral and only because Bronson ordered you to do so! I took a month because Mary was my friend too. So, sticking my neck out to keep you in one fucking piece is more so for her, because I know that is what she would want me to do. So, I could give two shits if you ever go to another comic book store with me, or want to hang out. What I take offense is you lying to my face this whole time, and then making me out to be the bad guy when I am not. I never did anything to you to deserve that.”
 
Fred with no defense to his friend’s admonishment of him, sat there as Barney headed to the door. He stopped to say one more thing.
 
“Oh, and narcing me out for copping a feeling on your little dolly, was a real bitch move.”
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As Fred sat in his chair stewing in his emotions, a knock on the door pulled him out of his memories.
 
He looked up to see a timid Gwen poking her head into his office.
 
“Uh Fred, I know you said you didn’t want to be disturbed, but your father is here.”
 
“My father?” Fred raised a stunned eyebrow.
 
“Yes, he told me to come and personally say he was here,” she nodded. “Should I say you are not available?”
 
He muttered a curse under his breath while kneading the bridge of his nose.
 
“No …tell him I’ll be right out to see him. Thank you, Gwen.”
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Five minutes later, Fred walked out with his professional armor on to meet his father. As usual, the old man came dressed to the nine adorned in a three-piece navy-blue business suit in summer California weather, gleaming wing tips, and the first Rolex he ever bought even though he had at least eight in his collection. His dark skin popped from the crisp white shirt underneath, and neatly trimmed pepper goatee and mustache he wore.

 
He still had a tungsten intimidation factor that instilled the fear of God in Fred when he was young and pissed him off as an adult.
 
“Hey, dad.”
 
“Fred,” he returned with his trademark gruff voice.
 
“What are you doing here?”
 
“It is lunch time, and I came to see if my son would want to have lunch with me,” he answered. “Normally I would call, but I figure if I came here in person, you had less of a chance to turn me down.”
 
Fred knew his comment meant that he wanted to speak, and he was not going to take no for an answer.
 
“Gwen, anyone looking for me, please tell them I’ll be back around two.”
 
“Okay,” she nodded.
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Twenty minutes later a perturbed Fred and his father sat in Addison. Having already eaten Mary’s lunch before his father showed up, he ordered the Crème Fraîche Cheesecake with a side of espresso. His father went with the Coriander, Black Pepper, and Rosemary Crusted Tuna.
 
He was more irritated over the fact that his father insisted on them driving his car instead of taking separate vehicles. It made it more difficult for him to devise a proper exit strategy should their lunch date turn from pleasant to disagreeable.
 
“So how are you doing these days?” His father began the conversation before putting a piece of tuna in his mouth.
 
“I’m alright dad.” He answered dryly. “How’s business?”
 
“Business is business, your cousin Patrick is trying to sell me on expanding the company’s territory to Canada, Texas and New Mexico.”
 
“Doesn’t Dallas Limo Service have a lock on that region?” Fred sneered while cutting into his cheesecake.
 
“Yes, but they don’t offer our discounted executive armed security and armored vehicle package,” Mr. Garrett proudly gruffed, “which is amusing considering they are the champion state of the second amendment.”
 
“Guess they can’t afford to hire ex-military and Special Forces soldiers,” Fred shrugged.
 
“Which is something you came up with,” His father smirked pointing his fork at him.
 
Instead of taking the compliment, Fred gave him a look warning him not to let the next words to come out of his mouth be “That is why you should be running the company instead of slaving away for someone else.” Mr. Garrett took the hint, keeping the peace for now.
 
“So, what is this I hear about you running around town with a life size doll like a mad man?”
 
Fred leaned back in his chair and snorted at his father’s tactless subtly.
 
“Wow, don’t even warm a dude up. Who told you?”
 
“Who didn’t tell me, you’re apparently all over the web.” Mr. Garrett locked eyes with him. “Given the situation, people are asking me if it is some therapeutic method you’re using to deal with what happened to you.”
 
“And what exactly
happened
to me dad?” Fred asked making sure to lace his question with apparent hostility.
 
It was another warning for his father to be cautious with what he said next. Mr. Garrett answered his son back with a face that said he did not want to create a scene nor did he appreciate being sized up by his son.
 
“Listen, son, I understand …you lost your wife, I more than anyone else knows how you feel, there’s nothing more painful than that, but you got to get it together. Maybe you should take some time off, get some more help, or better help if it was that same crackpot shrink that advised this doll thing. But whatever is going on has got to stop. You’re a full-grown man, not a seven-year-old girl.”
 
“So …are you advising me …or telling me what to do dad?” Fred leaned forward.
 
“I’m advising you to get a hold of your life son,” his father brought the authoritative bass to his voice. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but death is a part …”
 
“You finish that sentence, and you’ll be finding this cheese cake over that cute little suit of yours,” Fred growled.
 
Mr. Garrett had a frozen confused look on his visage as if it was taking his brain a dial-up minute to process what his son had just said to him.
 
“What did you just say to me boy?”
 
“How dare you think you can put yourself and me on any level when it comes to my wife and mom?” Fred answered with an ice-cold tone.
 
“Again, what do you mean by that, and think very carefully before answering Fred.”
 
“I’m talking about the first Christmas mom spent in the United States, alone and in tears while you were out partying and fucking Olivia Spangle. I’m talking about when Judith Hamper came to the house with a butcher knife to stab mom while she was three months pregnant with Veronica, because she was in love with you, and pissed because mom wouldn’t stop having babies. Then there was Estelle Winters, one of your drivers who you were fucking in New York while you were expanding your territory on the East Coast, and then Brittany Mathers and Jessica Ang, two of your former assistants. But the greatest offense was Angela Walters, who gave birth to a half sister I do not know to this day, which broke my mother’s heart because she wanted another baby but couldn’t have one because of how badly her last miscarriage messed her up.”
 
Fred’s words stomped out his father’s aggressiveness forcing him to sit back in his seat. His eyes no longer had the strength to look at his son as he stared at his plate.
 
“When did she tell you?” He shifted in his seat.
 
“She told V and I the whole story when we were old enough, I knew things were not alright when I was ten. You guys weren’t as quiet as you thought you were.”
 
“Are you going to listen to my side?” Mr. Garrett swallowed.
 
“You stopped having a side after number two,” Fred sneered. “I been trying to decide what’s makes you a more despicable person. The fact that you couldn’t keep your dick out of every little Miss Mary Jane Rotten Crotch you saw, or the fact that you wouldn’t help mom go back to school like she wanted to. You selfish son of a bitch, not only did you have the money, but it was a simple paper you had to sign, and you took that away from her. Instead, you thought it was better that she worked and helped you in the very office you were doing your dirt. You reduced my mother who was a proud, loving, educated woman into a punch line for your employees and whores. I find it laughable that you would give me any advice about matters of the heart when you either don’t have one or don’t have a fucking clue.”
 
“What do you mean by that?”
 
“I mean how you humiliated me after Sarah Evans broke up with me,” Fred raised his voice. “My first love, not some crush; the first person I ever loved, before I met Mary. The day she broke up with me and shattered my heart into pieces, I was a mess. So much so that I stood out in the pouring rain of the garage so distraught, Frank and Eddie had to call you to get me. And when you came out there, what did you do? What did you do?”
 
His father turned his head looking out the window, clearly uncomfortable about going down memory lane.
 
“You came out there yelling and cursing at me,” Fred answered snorting. “You yoked me up, threw me into the car, and called me every single fucking insulting name in the book all the way home. All you cared about was that I was embarrassing you and your business. And you just kept going and going all the way until we got inside the house, till I couldn’t take it anymore and broke down crying. Then you just looked and me, and asked ‘if I needed a shrink.'
 
When what I needed was a hug, a pat on the shoulder, a reassurance that what I was feeling and going through was okay, and that it was going to pass. And all I got from you was I should get my head checked.”
 
Fred slumped back in his chair as a sinister cackle came over him.
 
“I just realized what pisses me off the most about what you did to mom.” Fred wagged a finger at his father. “You pursued her. You convinced her to follow you all the way from yard to the states, just so that you could hurt her. And you think you balanced it out with a big ass house, a maid who I am pretty sure you were also fucking, a new car every five years, some vacations and the finer things in life?”
 
Fred leaned in with a visage of savage rage.
 
“From her lips, the only joy my mother got out of being with you was when she had Veronica and me. The only reason she stayed was despite it all she still saw a ‘good man’ in you who she knew ‘at least’ loved us, and she didn’t want us to grow up without a father …that was it.”
 
The mood of the lunch was arctic cold as Mr. Garrett continued to stare out the window unable to look at his son.
 
“So how long were you waiting to unload all of that on me?” His father asked.
 
“That’s the problem pop, I was going to take all of this to my own grave until you opened your mouth,” Fred sighed. “But here you go again, being you and never disappointing. I’m sorry, but I could give two shits if you are embarrassed because your son is running around with a doll. I prefer it to putting a gun in my mouth and blowing my brains out, which is what I have felt like doing almost every single day for a year since my wife was murdered.”
 
Fred got up from the table going for his wallet.
 
“The reason why your son and daughter don’t want any part of the legacy you built is because it was made at the expense of our mother’s misery. We also like what we do, and are good at it. Thanks for lunch; I’ll find my way back to my office.”
 
Fred pulled out a hundred dollar bill covering his half of lunch and the tip chucking it on the table. He walked out not giving his father a second look.
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Once outside his body would not stop trembling as he held out a hand to wave down a taxi. He paused for a minute to look at his watch which violently buzzing on his arm.
 
“Are you okay?” She asked.
 
“Yes and no,” he answered with a quivering voice as he fought not to break down in public.
 
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
 “Because despite it all …I still love the son of a bitch,” He quickly wiped his eyes. “I couldn’t take you looking at him as a monster, even though he deserves it.”



CHAPTER 11

 
A full three days had passed since Fred’s intervention and his meeting with his father. He and Barney were not on speaking terms. Whatever conversations they had was either done through email, their employees, or during meetings with upper management.
 
Mary pressed Fred to find a way to reconcile with Barney. Fred, however, remained headstrong and stubborn that he did nothing wrong, that it was everyone else sticking their nose into their business, and they including Barney should be apologizing to them.
 
Fred being dogged
brought tension back into his home between him and Mary which he did not want. What time they had together was supposed to be spent enjoying one another, not bickering, especially about their friends and family.
 
As the work day came to an end, Fred once again rushed out of the office to get home. Mary had barely spoken to him all day, and he wanted to get home to see if he could get back to being just them, and forgetting about other personal problems he would have to deal with himself in the real world when one stood at his car waiting for him.
 
Fred slowed his pace nearing the Jeep as the last person he expected to see stood leaning against it with her arms folded waiting for him.
 
Veronica’s face turned to one of nervousness the second she saw her brother’s irritated visage coming toward her. Out of nowhere, she reached into her purse pulling out a small white handkerchief which she preceded to wave innocently.
 
Fred
stopped in his tracks and found it hard to keep the scowl of betrayal on his face.
 
“Truce,” Veronica held her other hand up. “Can we call a truce?”
 
“When was the last time we called one of those?” Fred asked as he folded his arms.
 
“I think it was high school. You tried to kill me when I busted the chain and stabbed holes in the tires of your brand-new mountain bike.”
 
“Oh yeah,” he rubbed his chin. “What did I do again?”
 
“You switched my talcum powder with itching powder. Fucking Asshole,” Veronica scowled. “Everyone thought I had crabs …including Scott Fletcher.”
 
The trip down memory lane made Fred burst out laughing. His sister wore a face like she wanted to belt him, but even she could not keep it straight for long.
 
“We use to talk about everything Fred,” she got serious again, “Everything.”
 
Fred lowered his head and nodded acknowledging her truth.
 
“The intervention was a shitty idea, and I wouldn’t have agreed to it if you didn’t shut me out, to hell with everyone else, but me Fred? Even though you can be a dick sometimes …you’re the most important person in my life. All I want to know is what is going on, and that you’re okay, that’s all.”
 
“I’m alright V.” He sighed.
 
“Then prove it. I know it’s late, but just have coffee with me …right now. Just talk to me, make me understand. As long as you’re not hurting yourself, you’ll get no judgment from me. I swear.”
 
Fred huffed and nodded in agreement. She was right. In his mind, everyone else could kiss his rear from one side of the street to the next, but Veronica was his rock, the same way he was hers. It wasn’t fair to leave her out in the cold, especially when she put her back up against his leaning house to keep it from falling and shattering like an egg.
 
They drove to a nearby diner; whereas promised she sat down with her mouth shut and listened. She listened as Fred told her everything, well almost everything. He left out the part in which his deceased wife was communicating with him through his devices and using the doll as a body to interact with him.
 
“So, you’re both dating and sleeping with a doll.”
 
“Yep.”
 
“Okay,” she nodded.
 
“Okay?” He sat back in his seat narrowing his eyes.
 
 Fred was waiting for the shoe to drop, but Veronica instead took a sip of her Chive Latte and waited for them to move onto a different subject.
 
“Okay,” she shrugged.
 
“The fact that you’re taking this so well after two nights ago, kind of worries me.”
 
“You contemplating suicide?” she asked.
 
“No.”
 
“Abusing drugs or alcohol?”
 
“No.”
 
“Having unprotected sex with random people?”
 
“No.”
 
“Having unprotected sex with random animals?”
 
“What the …?” He scowled, “Hell no.”
 
 “Well then I’m good,” she scoffed. “Like you so forcefully said, you still manage to get up every morning, handle your responsibilities and take on life. Dating and banging a doll while you sort through something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy is music to my ears now that I understand it. Shit, Hank is one step away from me trading his ass in and buying one myself. Who wouldn’t want a man who doesn’t stink, doesn’t scratch his nuts and sniff it, doesn’t say stupid shit, and can put twelve thick inches of rock hard …”
 
“I get the point.” Fred held a hand up begging for her to stop the disturbing image she was about to etch into his skull.
 
“We keep forgetting that there’s no official rule book to life, Fred,” Veronica said while leaning forward a bit. “The second we come out and are smacked on the ass we’re given rules and guidelines of how everyone before us ‘thinks’ we should act, but it’s not something written in stone. Because A) everyone is an individual, and B) life sadly is unpredictable. So, anyone who’s out there says there’s an official ‘manual’ is an outright bullshit artist.”
 
“Someone would say the Bible is an official Handbook.”
 
Veronica choked mid sip on her Latte while attempting to get out a chuckle due to his response.
 
“The same Book responsible for the Spanish Inquisition, the Crusade, slavery here in this country, as well as other atrocities throughout history including sexual child abuse? Whatever good intentions God had for It were tainted the second he put that Book in the hands of man, damn Thing’s got more blood on It than any other weapon ever created.”
 
“That’s kind of atheist – like,” Fred raised a stunned eyebrow.
 
“I’m not an atheist …I’m a realist,” she defended herself. “And back to the topic at hand. Are you happy?”
 
He thought about it for a minute. He didn’t notice his sister’s wide-eyed reaction to the sizable smile that appeared on his face.
 
“Yeah …I am.”
 
“Then as long as you don’t shut me out again,” Veronica smirked. “We’re good. I also approve of your selection.”
 
“You do?” He grinned.
 
“I think she looks hot,” Veronica nodded. “I went on the website that same night to check out the product line, and she looks way better than some of the busted bitches on there, especially the ones they molded from porn stars. I’d also kill to have her rack, being human sucks sometimes.”
 
“Hank isn’t happy?” Fred furrowed his brow.
 
“Ain’t got a damn thing to do with Hank,” Veronica snorted while grabbing her chest. “I got aunt Flo’s boobs, which are nice for now until I hit forty and they get National Geographic on me. I wish I got mom’s; hers were nice, full, and perky. I saw plenty of dude’s neck snap during the summer time, even in her covered up white blouses. Church was the worse. Probably why dad stopped going, remember poor Mr. Barker?”
 
“I remember dad asking him the probability of God giving him back his eyes after he ripped them out of his skull,” Fred grunted. “I think he went to a different church after that.”
 
“Mom was a looker,” Veronica sighed. “Dad didn’t know what he had. I’m glad I got her ass though.”
 
“Okay, changing the subject from you and our mother’s boobs and ass. Fred rattled his skull to force the disturbing images out. “What’s going on with you and Hank?”
 
“Being a dick as usual,” She rolled her eyes. “We got into another argument.”
 
“New York again?”
 
“He tried to give me an underlined ultimatum,” she snorted, “Forgot I’m the wrong chick to do that with. We’re going to end up breaking up, it’s inevitable.”
 
Fred cleared his throat preparing to choose his words carefully towards his sister who was not judging his current life choices.
 
“You know V; Hank is a good guy. You two are clearly crazy about each other, and it’s not like you couldn’t get a permanent transfer to your company’s New York office …”
 
“I’m not moving my entire life across the country for any fucking man,” she glared at him. “I’m not going to end up like mom.”
 
Fred nodded dropping the subject before he ended up with scalding hot coffee on his face.
 
“V … can I ask you something?” He began to trace on the table with his pointing finger.
 
“That’s a stupid question. Shoot.”
 
“Do you believe in God?” He glanced up at her. “Do you think there’s a heaven somewhere?”
 
She leaned back giving it a serious thought.
 
“Despite my issues with religion,” she answered while biting her bottom lip. “Yeah …I do. Why do you ask?”
 
“I want to believe Mary and mom are in a better place,” Fred answered while staring out the window. “I got to believe …I’m going to see them again.”
 
“Not anytime soon?” She asked with some concern in her voice.
 
“I told you I’m not suicidal,” He gave her a side-eye. “You can’t go to heaven if you kill yourself remember?”
 
“Oh yeah,” Veronica nodded. “Constantine …John Constantine…asshole.”
 
Her movie reference brought a smile back to his face as he continued to start out the window while feeling his sister’s hand covering his own giving him some sibling comfort.
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Minutes later, Fred and Veronica drove together back to his apartment. Fred genuinely wanted to catch up with his sister after not seeing each other due to their crazy work schedules. It was also a tactical move. He wanted to show Mary that he was making some progress in mending the fences with the people who were important in their lives.
 
“So, you don’t feel weird taking her out on dates?” Veronica inquired as she followed him up the steps.
 
“Not at all,” Fred shrugged. “At first glance, people think she’s a real person. The looks usually come when we’re sitting somewhere for a long time. A lot are generally friendly, some even ask to take pictures with us, well more with her than me.”
 
“What about people asking you why you do it?” She asked with a hint of concern in her voice.
 
“You know only one person ever asked me?” Fred smirked. “This sweet old lady, well she wasn’t nice when she walked over to me. She thought I was doing something perverted and decided to give me a lecture about God and decency. So, then I calmly told her what happened. And when I was done she started to cry and talk about her husband of forty years who passed away last year. I listened and then got up and gave her a hug. She then held both our hands and ended up praying for us before leaving. Mrs. Ester was her name.”
 
“You’re good,” Veronica scoffed. “Because I would have told Mrs. Ester to …”
 
“No, you wouldn’t.”
 
“No I wouldn’t,” his protective sister nodded in agreement.
 
 Finally reaching his apartment door, Fred opened it allowing her to walk in first.
 
“Whoa …you’ve been busy these past few days,” she looked around.
 
“What are you talking …?”
 
Fred walked into his home blindside and stunned. In the foyer area were several boxes packed and sealed next to one another with names written on them. He walked past Veronica still staring at the boxes into the living room to find Mary sitting on the couch in a simple blue and white tie-dye maxi dress waiting for him.
 
At that moment as he stared at her, Fred’s heart began to beat a million miles per minute, while his eye began to twitch along with his flaring nostrils telegraphing to her that he was livid.
 
An oblivious Veronica finally walked into the living room not realizing that she stumbled into a marital spat about to take place.
 
“Well that’s a perfect start,” she nodded. “I can’t believe there’s a box for me! Oh! She looks so beautiful in that dress!”
 
“Veronica, could you go,” Fred snapped. “I need to have a serious conversation.”
 
There was an incredibly awkward moment of pause as his sister wrapped her brain around what he just said.
 
“With who?” she slowly turned to him.
 
The glare he gave her didn’t make her feel any less uncomfortable.
 
“V …you got to go. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
Before she could respond, Fred began to usher her to the door forcefully.
 
“Fred! What the fuck? Stop! What are you doing? I said stop! You’re scaring the shit out of me right now!”
 
“V, I will talk to you later!” He barked. “There is something I have to do!”
 
“You said you had to have a conversation!” She slammed on the brakes stopping him before he put her out. “Now what the hell is going on? You promised you’d talk to me! You promised!”
 
In the midst of the commotion, Fred ignored his devices that buzzed violently, and the chill in the air which he prayed his sister did not feel.
 
“I know I promised!” He held his hands up. “And I swear I will. Just not right now. I just need you to know that no matter what you might be thinking right now …I’m not crazy …and I’m not trying to hurt myself. You have my word as your big brother. But I need you to leave …please.”
 
She wiped her eyes of fearful tears that fell and brought forth a stern face as she gave his chest several sharp warning jabs.
 
“Do not …make me come looking for you.”
 
Fred nodded in agreement. Veronica lurched forward giving him a tight hug; he could still feel her shaking as she held him. He quickly returned the hug patting her back to comfort her and then opened the door.
 
Veronica kept eye contact with him all the way until he closed and locked the door.
 
Fred reached into his pocket and ignored all of the messages ordering him to stop, and telling him that he was scaring his sister as he put on his shades while turning on the audio function of his instant messenger application. He marched back into the living room to confront his wife.
 
“What the
fuck
are you doing?”
 
“Who the
hell
do you think you’re cursing at?” She demanded to know with arms folded.
 
“I wasn’t cursing
at you!” Fred fired back, “I was swearing at the situation! You want me to clean it up ‘Ms. Born out of the womb dropping the F-bomb’? Fine! Then what the hell is going on?”
 
“It is time. Each box in the foyer has things to go to my sister, your sister, Cynthia, donations, and for you to keep.”
 
“Why?” He threw up his hands. “Why are you doing this?
 
“Not healthy for you to keep all my things, especially my clothes,” she said. “You might
actually
start wearing them.”
 
“You see me in a joking mood?” he snarled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
“Preparing you to move on,” she answered. “You have to let me go.”
 
“Why?” He shrugged. “You’re back.”
 
“I’m not back,” she returned. “And this is not healthy for you.”
 
“But you are back!”
 
“No … I… am …not,” she answered back.
 
“Why, because you’re in a doll’s body?” he gestured, “You got dudes marrying livestock these days! And rich house wives seducing their dogs with peanut butter! On the weird chart, I think I’d be registered as relatively healthy!”
 
“I’m not even going to
touch
how both sick and disturbing it is that you would put those two references on the opposite scale to our situation,” she held a finger up while reeling back in disgust. “But the fact that you’re even going there means we need to bring this story to an end.”
 
“No, we don’t!” Fred walked over kneeling before her.
 
He quickly grabbed her hand giving it a nervous rub while commanding his face to smile.
 
“You found a way back! We can still be together! We can make this work!”
 
“No, we can’t Fred,” Mary pulled her hand away while shaking her head. “I’m not back. I was never back, and we have to start moving through the steps so that you can let me go.”
 
“Okay, so you’re in a doll body,” he began to reason with her. “And you can’t move if I’m looking at you directly, which we solved by me wearing glasses! And we took care of the talking problem! The other upside is no more periods, cramps, menopause, or fear of sagging. We’re together again! If kids are an issue, we can adopt! We can be a family once more!”
 
“No, we cannot!” She yelled back at him, “Because I am not fucking alive! I am dead!”
 
Fred felt like a scolded pup as he knelt there before her. It hurt, even more, coming from her than when he said it.
 
“And you are killing me again, watching you like this.” She continued. “They talk about how the dead haunts the living. What they don’t know is that the living can also haunt the dead. I am haunted by that day.  Not just because I died, but the sound of your screaming.
You
are haunting
me! The sound of you screaming on that day haunts me to the point that I cannot move on. And you are still screaming, because you have not moved on …you are not letting me go.”
 
She had her crying face on although no tears could fall as she looked down at her lap.
 
“Do you know what I do while you’re at work Fred?”
 
An uncertain countenance came over his face, unsure if he should respond or wanted to hear the answer.
 
“I try to write. The last thing I was working on before my death was chapter four of ‘Stop Me If You Heard This’ book two. Every day I sit in my chair, in front of my computer trying to put down a sentence, and I can’t do it. I can cook, clean, surf the web, drive a car, and make love to you, but I can no longer do the one thing I love anymore.”
 
“Maybe it’s just a case of writer’s block,” Fred mumbled his suggestion.
 
“It’s not,” she shook her head.
 
“How do you know? Maybe you just need more time? Maybe you can talk out what you want to write, and I’ll type …”
 
She placed her right hand on top of his hands begging him to stop.
 
“Even if that was possible, who’s going to publish a story from a dead woman Fred? What joy would I feel, over a story I cannot claim?” She asked. “That part of me was gone the second I died because I no longer have any use for it where I am.”
 
Fred slowly lowered his head in defeat unable to conjure up a response to justify her staying; Mary gently cradled his face lifting it, so that he could see the pain and torment in her eyes.
 
“You keep talking about how lucky you were, and how I chose you. What you keep forgetting is that you also chose me, and how lucky I was. The day you saw me, you wanted to make me the happiest woman ever. You’re not the only one who lost after my death!
 
How do you think it feels for me, to watch you wake up every morning by yourself turning to see me, and I’m not there to kiss and hold you?  To see you walk through the grocery store taking hours to decide what to pick up, or if you have more healthy food than junk food in your cart? Or how much my heart breaks when I watch you in a clothing store picking out a shirt, or pair of pants …and then look around to see if someone will tell you if the color you chose compliments you, or if it fits right, when it should be me!”
 
She released him and folded hunching over as the temperature in the living room came to an icy chill. Fred’s heart quickened for a second as a terrifying wail filled the room. Had this been day one he would have probably run out of the room, but being in it for almost a month and a half had erased all fear from him. He slowly got up taking a seat next to his wife and pulled her close to him hugging and comforting her. The wails became louder, but he remained calm rubbing her back and kissing her forehead as she clung onto him. Slowly the cries subsided as the temperature returned to normal in the room.
 
“So, what do I have to do, to get over you,” Fred sighed.
 
She placed a hand on his cheek while looking at him.
 
“You first have to forgive.”



CHAPTER 12

 
Four days later, Fred and Mary sat outside the San Diego Juvenile Hall. The thirty-minute drive took additional twenty-five minutes due to Fred turning the vehicle around three times heading back home.
 
With each attempt, his wife forced the Jeep to the side of the road and shut it off until he begrudgingly agreed to comply.
 
Finally putting up one final act of defiance, he threw a fit in the parking lot refusing to go inside.
 
“I’m not doing it, screw this, I …we’re not doing it,” Fred muttered as he shook his head.
 
“You have to; it’s one of the steps.”
 
“You know, I saw a video on Facebook that pointed out that we as people are too quick to forgive every time something horrible is done to us,” he began to lecture her. “It said being too forgiving is actually unhealthy!”
 
“Fred.”
 
 “That little bitch in there skull fucked our lives! We don’t owe her jack shit much less forgiveness! She can go…”
 
Before he could continue his profanity fueled rant, her hand fell on top of his; she gave him a soft squeeze as a request to stop. He obeyed by lowering his head staring aimlessly into his lap.
 
“She murdered you …and then took you away from me … She killed our baby! How do I forgive that? How?”
 
“With me by your side,” she answered. “And we’re not doing this for her. We are doing this for us.”
 
“I don’t want to do this,” Fred turned his head looking out the driver side of the Jeep.
 
He did not want to get out the vehicle and go inside. He did not want to see or talk with her. It was the soft rubbing of his wife’s thumb across his hand that began to weaken his stance. It brought him back to their conversation before getting there.
 
As much as he did not want it to happen, Mary had to move on. She came back for him, so he had to put in the effort to be alright so that she could go.
 
“Fuck it, let’s get this over with,” he muttered while unbuckling his seatbelt.
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Three days before them getting there, Fred made the most painful phone call he ever had to make.
 
Reaching out to Samantha Bear’s attorney, Fred requested a sit down with her in exchange for sending a letter on her behalf for leniency at her next probation hearing.
 
He understood that both her attorney and parents would be present for the sit down being that she was still a minor. He also added a stipulation that he would also be bringing something to the sit-down. After giving a full explanation with a little sprinkle of over exaggeration, the attorney agreed to Fred’s request and said she would personally speak to the facility’s Warden to make the proper arrangements.
 
As they entered the building, Samantha’s attorney stood waiting to greet them. Although Fred told her what he was coming with, he knew he still caught her a bit off guard. He was impressed how quickly she recovered and remained professional.
 
“Hello, Mr. Garrett,” she smiled.
 
“Ms. Cooper,” Fred returned while his gaze moved about taking in his surroundings.
 
“Samantha’s parents are already inside with her. Thank you again for having this sit-down.”
 
“It’s not a problem,” he cleared his throat forcing the lie out.
 
“If I may say the …your doll is lovely,” she motioned. “I think I had a similar maxi dress at home.”
 
“We’re burning this dress when we get home,” his wife blared through his earpiece.
 
“Thank you,” Fred brandished a forged smiled. “If you don’t mind …”
 
“Of course,” she nodded. “Let’s get inside.”
 
They followed Ms. Cooper to the security check point. She went first placing her bag in the tray and walking through the metal detector. She was stopped when it went off, and correctly scanned with a smaller detector and then padded down by a female guard.
 
Fred removed all possible items with metal from his person including his belt placing it within another tray. He went to push the wheelchair forward when a male correctional officer stepped in his path.
 
“Uh, sir,” he held his hand up. “You’re going to have to put the doll on the belt as well to get X-Rayed.”
 
“No …I won’t,” Fred shook his head
 
“Sir,” the officer said with an authoritative voice. “You have to comply, or you’re not getting in.”
 
“Then I won’t go in,” Fred shrugged while backing up. “You’re not putting her on that filthy conveyer belt, and that is final. I have a vehicle with a tank full of gas, and nowhere to go to because I took the day off, so that is fine with me. It was a beautiful drive coming down, and it will be an even nicer one going back home.”
 
  “Mr. Garrett, would you be more comfortable if a female officer searched your doll?” Ms. Cooper stepped in.
 
“I have no problem with that,” Fred nodded.
 
  Another female officer stepped in taking the wheel chair, pushing her through the metal detector, while Fred went through and was properly searched she proceeded to give the doll a thorough search.
 
“I have to search the vaginal and anal area,” She turned to Fred.
 
“Do you have to do it here?” Fred respectfully asked.
 
The female officer glanced at Ms. Cooper before turning back to Fred.
 
“I’ll take her into the office over here, and bring her right back.”
 
He nodded in agreement.
 
“Thank you.”
 
A couple of minutes later, the female officer returned wheeling her back to Fred. He glanced at his watch to see the buzzing message.
 
“She was very respectful, and put everything back where it belonged.”
 
Fred thanked the female guard and followed Ms. Cooper and a correctional officer who escorted them down a hallway to an interview room where the meeting would take place. His heart began to quicken while his palms became sweaty. It was almost as if
he
was going to prison.
 
Finally reaching the room, Fred quickly wiped the sweat from his hands before the correctional officer opened the door. He followed Ms. Cooper into a semi-bare room with a brown folding table, and five folding chairs. Samantha Bear’s parents sat in two of the seats off to the side against a wall, while Samantha herself sat meekly in a third chair facing the seat he would be sitting in.
 
Two other correctional officers were already within the room with the family flanking opposite walls.
 
The first thing Fred noticed as he wheeled around the table into position was how small she was. She had to be a size six or four. She was swimming in the green prison attire she wore.
 
She brushed away strands of her long brunette hair while adjusting her glasses as she timidly looked up at the doll in the wheelchair and then up at him. The escorting officer left the room, while Ms. Cooper took a seat next to her client. Fred sat down and took a moment with bowed head to ready himself. He rubbed his hands together and adjusted his watch as he realized he wasn’t prepared for this.
 
“Uh, hello,” he cleared his throat. “How are you doing today?”
 
Samantha looked at Ms. Cooper before responding.
 
“I am okay.”
 
“That’s good,” he nodded.
 
Silence filled the room again as Fred searched for something to say.
 
“Please excuse me,” he started again. “I honestly did not prepare for this. I don’t know what to say to you, even after all this time.”
 
Samantha sadly nodded turning her gaze to the floor.  Fred reached over grabbing the doll’s hand holding it.
 
“Why don’t we start with the elephant in the room?”
 
Samantha raised her eyes again unsure how to react to the sight.
 
“I met my wife Mary in college,” he began. “We got into an argument over a library book on campus. It was the last edition the library had, and we were both doing the same report. It was on Shakespeare’s ‘Much Ado About Nothing.’ We didn’t have the technology yet where you could just download and read it on a tablet.
 
It got pretty nasty. In the end, I gave Mary the book and walked away. I thought it was the last I would see of her. Three weeks later I ran into her one night during Rush Week on our campus, and without going into any more detail, we were making out by the end of the evening.
 
We dated through college and ended up moving in with each other after college, bought a tiny studio in Venice Beach. The first night we settled in, she made me promise two things. Never propose marriage to her until I was sure I was ready for forever with her. And if I didn’t want to be with her anymore, care about her enough, to be honest, and tell her. She said sometimes you’re just supposed to meet and love people for a little while, and then move on. It doesn’t diminish the love; it just meant it wasn’t intended to be for forever. The love gets reduced when you introduce a lie to it.
 
Eight years later, and three different apartments I finally proposed marriage. I already knew I wanted to marry her after our first year, but I wanted Mary to both have the wedding she always wanted, and I didn’t want her to want for anything. I wanted forever to be forever, and I didn’t want us to start out our married life with any regrets like debt. I also wanted her to pursue her real passion of being a writer because she was awesome at it.”
 
“I read both of her books …twice.” Samantha softly said.
 
“Really?” He smiled. “Which one did you like?”
 
“‘The Dragon Princess’ is my favorite,” she half smiled. “I also liked ‘Stop Me If You Heard This’ although it was kind of scary.”
 
“That was actually booked one of a series she was working on.”
 
“Oh,” Samantha remorsefully lowered her head.
 
“So, without going any further around the world,” Fred said with a cracked voice as he nervously squeezed the doll’s hand. “For the past nine years …I never slept in a bed by myself. It’s a sad and terrifying experience I wouldn’t wish on anyone. And I did all of the right things to try and cope. Psychiatrists, drugs, and prayer …nothing seemed to work. 
 
So, I bought this doll to try and fill that missing spot in my bed …that you carelessly took for me. I take her almost everywhere with me because I promised my wife …when I was ready to marry her …it would be for forever, and I meant it. So now, I can’t see anyone else in my bed …I can’t see anyone else …holding my hand …and it hurts.”
 
Fred used his free hand to muffle his cries as his tears fell. It became worse as he felt her subtly squeeze his hand back for comfort. Samantha Bear sat quietly watching Fred unravel before her. She answered him with thick golf ball tears that slowly ran down her face.
 
“I’m sorry, this was much easier in my head,” Fred said while attempting to pull himself together. “I imaged …”
 
“Mr. Garrett,” Samantha gently held a hand up. “May I say something to you please?”
 
“Sure,” Fred nodded.
 
“I didn’t agree to meet with you because I wanted you to help me get my time shortened,” She shook her head. “I wanted to meet you, and tell you …how sorry I am.”
 
She covered her mouth to stop herself from crying to get through what she wanted to say to him. She wiped away a bit of the excess tears that would not stop falling.
 
“My parents told me not to text and drive, and I did it anyway.” She whimpered. “They told me that I could hurt myself or kill someone …and I didn’t listen. I thought I knew it all.
 
During the trial, I kept asking myself why this was happening to me, that I am a good person. I made a bunch of excuses to myself that it wasn’t my fault. I wasn’t thinking about what I did …I was just scared and wanted to go home.”
 
She nervously glanced at the doll, then back at him before she uttered her next words.
 
“And then,” her lips trembled. “I started seeing her.”
 
It brought a contorted sneer onto Fred’s face causing him to lean forward a bit.
 
“Started seeing who?”
 
“You’re …wife,” she answered with a squealing voice.
 
The second she said it, Fred could feel Mary’s grip increased on his hand confirming her truth.
 
“Okay Samantha,” Ms. Cooper sighed stepping in. “We discussed this remember? You can’t …”
 
“She came to me two weeks after I came here!” Samantha blurted out while ignoring her attorney. “At first she’d stand in the corner of my room at night looking at me, I thought she was going to hurt me or something! But she was sad, sometimes crying.”
 
“Samantha enough!” Ms. Cooper forcefully reprimanded her.
 
“Samantha!”
 
The second warning came from her angered and distraught father finally quieting her.
 
“Mr. Garrett, I deeply apologize for this,” Ms. Cooper turned to him. “My client is not …”
 
“Let her speak.” Fred came to Samantha’s defense. “Please …let her speak. I want to hear this. Please. ”
 
Fred turned his eye contact back toward her giving her permission to continue.
 
“And every night when I close my eyes to sleep, I’d see that day over and over again,” Samantha continued with a raspy voice of pain while tears blinded her eyes. “I couldn’t get it out of my head, and no matter how many ways I played it, no mattered how I tried to justify it …it was my entire fault. It became so much …I couldn’t take it, so I found a way sneak plastic knife out of the cafeteria …and I sharpened it so that I could slit my wrists …but just before I could do it …she stopped me. She knocked the knife out of my hand, and then I could feel her all around me …holding me …singing to me. After all, I did to her …and you. ”
 
She lowered her head a bit unable to look him in the eyes due to shame.
 
“I thought she wanted revenge …a life for a life. But that’s not what she wanted …all she wanted was for me to be sorry for what I did. I was too wrapped up in feeling sorry for myself that I didn’t think about what I did, or who I hurt until I came here. Until I read her books …until I met her. I killed your wife …I did that. I have to pay for my crime. I just wanted the chance to say to you face to face, that I am so sorry for what I did to the both of you.”
 
The strength finally went out of Samantha’s back and neck as she bent over blubbering before him.
 
“I’m sorry …I’m so sorry …oh god …I’m so sorry …”
 
Fred looked down himself at the floor as he processed what he just heard.
 
“I forgive you.”
 
It flowed out of his mouth without even thought of it.
 
His eyes welled up as he choked on his words.
 
“I forgive you for what you did …to us. And I’m not just doing it for you. My wife …My Mary …would want me to live, to keep moving forward. And I can’t do that if I let this hatred for you remain in my heart.
 
 I will still send a letter to Judge Stewart petitioning to place you on probation and community service where you can speak about the consequences of texting and driving. Look at me please.”
 
Samantha found the strength to raise her head again to gaze sadly into his eyes.
 
“I’m counting on you, to make sure …that this never happens to anyone else …okay?”
 
“I will,” Samantha meekly nodded. “I promise.”
 
“I got one more question to ask,” Fred shifted in his seat.
 
He leaned forward a bit, wrestling with how to ask it, more afraid of the answer he would get.
 
“What was so damn important, that you couldn’t wait until you pulled over?”
 
Reluctance was written all over Samantha’s face to answer his question. It was a mixture of embarrassment and fear that he might lose it, leap out of his chair, and pummel her despite her parents, lawyer, and the correction officers standing guard.
 
“It was …a puppy …” She meekly got out.
 
“A puppy?”
 
“It was a stupid puppy …licking on an ice cream, and getting brain freeze.”
 
The air went out of Fred as he leaned back in his seat taking in the revelation of what caused Mary’s death.
 
“Huh …” He got out. “That’s the one where it looks like a white plush teddy bear right? It had a stuck look on its face. I believe I’ve seen that one.”
 
A spaced-out Fred just sat there.
 
Samantha lost strength again as she hobbled over and began to bawl. Ms. Cooper unable to keep her composure any longer turned away swatting tears from her eyes, while Samantha’s mother bitterly wept as well. Samantha’s father did break down. The tears slowly flowing from his eyes revealed his remorse and embarrassment. Holding his wife’s hand, he bowed his head unable to look into Fred’s soulless gaze that finally met his.
 
“Right,” Fred cleared his throat. “I think it’s time for us to go …yeah, …it’s time for us to go.”
 
Fred’s entire world went blank after that. He did not remember getting up and wheeling Mary out of the juvenile detention center, but he did it. He did not remember loading her and her wheel chair into the Jeep, but he did that was well. All that time, he ignored his phone and watch buzzing uncontrollably. It eventually stopped as they sat in morbid silence in the parking lot of the facility.
 
She timidly reached for him, but he pulled away.
 
“Don’t touch me.” Fred forcefully whispered.
 
She retracted her touch and sadly gazed down at her lap.
 
“Why can she
see
you,
and I can’t?” Fred asked with a trembling lower jaw.
 
“I don’t know why.” she earnestly shook her head. “Children and certain people are just able to.”
 
“Do me a favor,” Fred ground his teeth. “When the time comes …and you see God …tell Him I fucking hate Him.”
 
He could feel her gaze slowly turn to him, as tears as thick as blood poured from his eyes.
 
“I hate Him …I fucking
hate
Him,” he began to rant and tremble. “Selfish, self-righteous prick! He makes love, and watches us
break
when it’s destroyed! He’s a fucking sadist! He said death was final! He said it was final! So how come His Son got to bring Lazarus back? Huh? Why does He get to break His own fucking rules?! Why can’t He give you back to me then? Huh? When you see Him, ask Him, ask Him why He couldn’t give you back to me?! What did we ever do …to deserve
this
…to be torn apart from one another?! Fuck Him!”
 
Fred roared as he violently hammered the steering wheeling of the Jeep. He became hysterical and began to hyperventilate.
 
“This was supposed to make it better! This was meant to make me feel better! But it didn’t! It didn’t make anything better! I want you back …I …I want you back! Tell Him to give you back to me! Tell Him I’ll do whatever He wants … just give you back to me …”
 
Fred fell onto the steering wheel sobbing. The temperature within the vehicle became cold frosting up the windows in the middle of summer as a haunting wail vibrated the windows. He heard the click of her seatbelt and felt her move placing her hand on his back caressing it.
 
She helped him from the steering wheel into her embrace. It only made him cry harder and the wails louder. Neither of them cared what the outside world saw or thought. Their world was too broken for either to care. 



CHAPTER 13

 
Days after Fred and Mary’s visit with Samantha Bear, they both fell into a severe rut. Once again Fred began to retreat into himself, while Mary fell into a mundane routine.
 
In the morning, she’d made his breakfast and lunch; she’d stop seeing him to the door with a kiss as she sat either at her computer surfing the web or on the daybed staring out the window.
 
When he returned home, she’d have dinner ready, and the house cleaned from top to bottom. She no longer sat with him at the table as she either retreated to her computer or the couch spacing out to television.
 
When he tried to help, by either washing the dishes or doing some housework, she’d lay into him, and order for him to back off so she could do it. It became apparent that she needed physical activities to keep her distracted.
 
For Fred, his concentration was gone. On two different occasions, he spaced out on the road only for the vehicle’s anti-rear fender bender system to save him from a rear end accident.
 
Most days he sat in his office, barely answering emails and sending his calls to voicemail. He sat sifting through pictures on his phone of better days. He was tuned out during meetings retreating into his head. He and Mary stopped speaking during the day, and they barely spoke to one another when he got home.
 
A part of him resented her for forcing him to go and seek out Samantha Bear. In his eyes, they were happy the way things were. It was also clear to Fred that Mary was resentful because she could not pass on. The doll was nothing more than a shell. Even though she felt some sensations when she touched souls with Fred, she could not physically feel. She could not smell, could not taste, and could not eat. She was in another world that sat right next to the world of the living, forever reminding her of what she lost.
 
One day, Fred called out of work claiming he was suffering from food poisoning.
 
Mary allowed him to lie and stay home. For most of the morning, he remained in bed while she sat outside surfing the web and watching YouTube videos.
 
By mid-morning, Fred ventured into the living room. They sat in silence as Mary moved to the daybed, while Fred sat on the couch, answering e-mails or playing on his tablet.
 
Around early afternoon, Fred had set his tablet down and made his way over to the daybed. Without a word, she scooted over giving him space to slide in behind her. As the afternoon sun shined on them through the window, she finally turned around nuzzling next to him using a finger to trace on his chest, while he played with strands of her hair.
 
Fifteen minutes later, her head raised as her eyes widened.
 
“What is it?” He asked.
 
“Get dressed. I want us to visit my grave,” Mary requested. “Now please.”
 
Her request did not make Fred happy in the least bit, especially after the emotionally draining couple of days they had together.
 
“Why would you want to go there?”
 
“I just want to see it one final time, with you.” She answered. “Please.”
 
“Alright,” he huffed. “Go change …I’ll get…”
 
“I’d like us to go without the doll body. Please.”
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It was a quiet morbid drive to the cemetery; Fred was uncomfortable the whole way there. He had only visited her grave site twice since she was laid to rest. It didn’t help that she didn’t want to take her doll body with her. He had become very much use to it being near him, a physical reminder of her presence. During the drive, his mind wondered back to the day of the funeral.
 
He didn’t sleep that whole night. Around seven that morning, he got up, cleaned himself up, and dressed. He waited until Veronica and Hank picked him up at eight. He said very little to them and was a zombie during the entire service.
 
His speech at her funeral was brief, mostly thanking everyone for attending and showing their love and support. He was the lead pallbearer along with Barney, one of her uncles, and three cousins.
 
Fred remained emotionless during the ride past their home to the cemetery. It was so bad; Veronica became extremely concerned.
 
He stayed in that state all the way up until the casket lowered into the ground.
 
“No …” he uttered. “No … bring it back up. Please …bring it back up.”
 
Collapsing to his knees, Fred unleashed a wail that startled everyone in attendance as he gripped the unearthed soil. With the help of Barney, Veronica grabbed Fred holding onto him with all of her strength as he reached out to grab the coffin.
 
“Let me go! Let me go! Pull it back up! Please! Bring it back up! She’s not gone! She can't be gone! Bring it back up! Please!”
 
He wiped his worn misty eyes. The memory still had dagger sharpness to it.
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As he neared the grave, he slowed up his steps. He was not alone for this visit.
 
Sitting cross-legged in front of Mary’s headstone was Sara. From where Fred observed, she had cleaned off the stone and laid her bouquet of flowers. She just sat there silently with a slightly spaced out look on her face as she gazed at where her sister’s body now laid. Fred now understood why she asked him to come, and why she wanted him to leave her doll body.
 
He took his time strolling over so as not to startle her. Sara finally sensing his presence looked up at him with child-like eyes as he knelt down before the stone placing his flowers next to hers. He ran his hand against the smooth lime stone and then sat down next to her remembering sweeter times.
 
“I have a confession,” Sara lowered her head. “In her will, Mary had an account set up for me. It was a thousand dollars a month for two years of her contract.”
 
“I know,” Fred smirked.
 
“You knew?” Sara raised her head slightly with widened eyes.
 
“She told me in the reading of her will. I was instructed not to give you any money because she made sure you were taken care of.”
 
“Then why did you …?”
 
“It's money, and you seemed to need a little more of it than I did.” Fred shrugged.
 
“I miss her,” Sara’s voice began to crack. “I keep coming here …thinking that this damn stone won’t be here, that this is nothing but a dream. But it’s not …she’s really gone, and I sit here with regrets. Growing up, it was just mom, her, and me. When mom died, and we moved in with our aunt …it was just her and me. We did everything together.
 
She was just supposed to go to college, and then wait for me to graduate. We had planned to move in with one another once school was done and tackle the world. And then she found you, and I was alone. I hated you for taking her away from me, and I hated her for leaving me. Now all I want …is my sister back. And she’s not coming back …she can’t hear me.”
 
Sara buried her face in her knees sobbing. Fred drew a deep sigh as he scooted closer to her and gave her a pat on the back for moral comfort. He waited as she eventually calmed down drying her face with her sleeve.
 
“Do you know the day I fell in love with your sister, we were arguing and talking about breaking up?”
 
“You’re serious?” She snorted.
 
“It was when we had the studio,” he chuckled. “I don’t even remember what the argument was about, probably because I forgot to put my clothes in the hamper, or she was cooking more than I one week. Anyway, it got pretty nasty, and we were telling each other it was over, but neither of us would leave the apartment.
 
And then it got worse when she found the Tequila Barney gave me for my last birthday, which you and I know is like giving a Mogwai food after midnight.”
 
Sara shuddered in agreement from her memories.
 
“Next thing I know she’s blaring ‘kicking me to the curb’ music and singing off key. Then she started stripping down to her underwear and acting all types of obnoxious. And I’m sitting at the table on my laptop ignoring her and looking for another apartment on line because I’m just through.
 
So, in the middle of Redman’s ‘I’ll Bee Dat,' she hopped on the table and started to dance. Because she’s shaking it so much, I ended up taking my computer off the table placing it on my lap to continue working. Next thing you know the table which was on its last leg snaps in half, and she falls on her ass.”
 
“Oh, my God,” Sara covered her mouth. “What did you do?”
 
“I looked at her, said ‘good for your ass you shouldn’t have been on the table,' and kept searching. You know what she did?”
 
“What?”
 
“Got back up and kept dancing.”
 
Sara burst out laughing, which became infectious as Fred erupted as well.
 
“That and the song playing caused me almost to piss myself with laughter. Then I got up and started dancing with her, had the raunchiest vile sex you can imagine until the morning, and by midday when we woke up forgetting about the argument or us saying we were breaking up with each other.” He got out between chuckles. “I fell madly in love with your sister that night because no matter what happened she could always make me laugh.
 
I saw that when the kids were gone, and we were old and gray when my dick no longer worked, and arthritis dwindled our sex life to once a year or holidays, we’d never be bored of each other. She was my best friend.”
 
Fred’s eyes glassed over, as his lower lip trembled a bit.
 
“We were out that day because of me because she wanted to spoil me. I told her it wasn’t necessary, but she begged me to give her this one day, and you know how hard it is for me to say no to her.
 
Things were tight while your sister pursued her dream to become a writer.
 
We came straight out of college and started living together as you know. I started out at ground level in marketing; Mary ended up picking up a teaching job which I know she hated after being turned down for entry level publishing positions because she ‘lacked experience.' Between coming home worn out, grading papers, and preparing for the next work day, she didn’t have the time to write.
 
I was pursuing what I wanted to do, but she wasn’t, and it didn’t seem fair to me. I saw that light that she had throughout college slowly fading, and I couldn’t have that. I couldn’t lose my Mary.
 
So, I found a way to save a part of my measly paycheck, bought her a proper laptop, and during a long painful drawn out weekend, convinced her to quit and become a full-time writer, while I supported the both of us.
 
It wasn’t easy. I tried my best for her not to see it. Sometimes, I lie awake at night wondering if there was a day she saw me concerned, or frustrated. If there was a bill that I left lying around that she picked up that made her feel guilty. Because as rough as it was, that fact that she was happy …made me happy.
 
So, when she died, I started to blame myself for not doing more to make her feel that she did not have to pay me back. There were days I wished that I never met her because even though I could never be with her …she’d still be alive …somewhere. I started to hate myself, God, everything that could have possibly caused that day to happen the way it did. And then I finally realized why it hurts so much.”
 
Fred turned to her with a half-smile as his tears fell.
 
“Because we were loved, your sister …was love. And this …is the occupational hazard of when it gets taken away.”
 
He wiped his eyes and kept the smile on his face.
 
“Mary loved you, Sara,” Fred nodded. “Through all the petty bullshit …she never stopped.”
 
“I just wish she knew how I felt,” she cried. “I wish I wasn’t such a stupid baby and just told her.”
 
“She hears you, Sara,” Fred smirked. “Trust me. She hears you.”
 
Fred sprung to his feet and turned to her.
 
“Come on; the dead don’t hang around cemeteries. I have a box at the house with some things that I think Mary would want you to have.”
 
She took his hand as he helped her to her feet. She didn’t let go as she stared down at her feet.
 
“Thank you …for taking care of my sister.”
 
“She took care of me.” He smiled.
 
She gave him a platonic hug which he reciprocated before they walked away side by side.
 
He smiled as he felt the buzzing of his Apple watch, and glanced down at the message.
 
“Thank you.”
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The days would continue to slowly roll on as Mary and Fred remained stuck in the mud unable to move forward.
 
It became more apparent how jammed they were when Fred walked into the kitchen one Friday to see Mary accidentally catching the long sleeve of the sheer blue top she wore on fire while cooking.
 
“Mary!”
 
He ran over rushing her to the sink turning the faucet on at full blast dousing her arm until the flames went out. He then ripped the burnt sleeve open to inspect the damage as she tried to pull her hand away.
 
“I’m fine Fred. I’m fine!”
 
“Just let me see!”
 
The silicone skin bubbled up a bit and was sheered from the heat. She wrenched her hand away in frustration.
 
“I can’t feel anything. Remember?”
 
She stormed away taking a seat on the daybed. She stared out the window not uttering a word for the remainder of the night.
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Around 11:15 PM, Fred who spent most his time in the bedroom in his wallowing, coming out periodically to check on her, walked out dressed to the nine in blue jeans, a simple white shirt, and jacket with the polished brown boots she got him for Christmas two years ago.
 
“Where are, you going?” She turned to him.
 
“We are going out on a date.”
 
He tossed her a simple form fitting black dress that she bought to fit the doll body.
 
“Get dressed.”
 
“I don’t want to go out.” She shook her head.
 
“You may be dead, but you exist, Mrs. Garrett,” He snapped at her. “You exist. We exist. We are not going to sit in this damn apartment and watch each other die again. Now get off your ass, get dolled up, and let’s go out. There’s a midnight showing of ‘The Breakfast Club’ in the park among other things we’re going to do tonight.”
 
“Did you just tell me to get dolled up?”
 
“Get dress!” He barked.
 
This time it was her jumping at the booming of his voice.
 
“Alright!” She sprung to her feet storming into the bedroom.
 
Ten minutes later, Fred turned to the clanking of heels as she walked out wearing the black thigh high halter dress and strappy heels. She styled the doll’s hair to match her long curly mane from when she walked among the living. She wore one of her golden bracelets to cover the burn mark from the fire.
 
She took a timid stance as Fred walked up to her to look her over.
 
“You look beautiful,” he smiled.
 
“Not that hard to do with this body,” she returned.
 
“Ha, ha, you’re missing something.”
 
Fred revealed that he had his wedding band on, as he pulled out a wedding ring for her. The air became cold as she cupped her mouth, while he slid it onto her finger.  He completed her look with a soft kiss on the lips.
 
“Let’s go,” he continued to hold her hand heading to the door.
 
“Wait, what about the wheelchair?” She asked.
 
“I don’t feel like lugging it around,” he smirked.
 
Due to it being the dead of night, the both of them walked out of their house hand in hand.
 
The darkness allowed her to maintain her concentration. As long as she remained a safe distance from other people, and didn’t make direct eye contact, she was okay. Fred walked side by side with her with his hand near the small of her waist in cases where she slipped up.
 
They made their way to the park and sat underneath a tree on a blanket Fred brought cuddling with one another as they watched the John Hughes classic.
 
Afterward, they drove downtown and took in a comedy club. Fred didn’t plan to eat or drink that night, but Mary made him buy two cocktails while they were there. She sat there playing with her glass and pretending to sip it. After three acts, they left in the middle of one comedian who was just rude and obnoxious. Mary accidentally made eye contact with another patron and lost control of her body.
 
Fred was there to catch and hold her while she regained it.
 
“Whoa! Someone can’t hold their liquor,” Heckled the comedian, “You just got out of paying for a lobster dinner buddy!”
 
Before Fred could come to her defense, the water bottle the comedian held squirted half of its content into his face soaking him causing the crowd to erupt with laughter, Fred giggled as he planted a kiss on her cheek.
 
“Nice one.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
They went to one of their favorite night club and danced like they were in college again. Mary found it easier to maintain control and remain concealed within its darkness and the flashing lights. Fred asked to call it quits when his real age attacked him after three hours of nonstop partying.
 
They made their way to the Pacific Beach Boardwalk and bought cotton candy. She pretended to eat it. The bites she took she fed to Fred via kisses as they walked from one end of the boardwalk to the other.
 
This time she became the aggressor backing a willing Fred against a guardrail and kissing him under the moonlight as he held her close.
 
“I want to go to our beach.” She requested.
 
With a deep smile, he nodded.
 
She drove them to Silver Strand State Beach.
 
Once there, she removed her heels before getting out of the Jeep and took her time stepping onto the sand. Fred turned away hiding the mist in his eyes at what she did next.
 
He knew she could not feel it, but she scrunched up her toes pretending as if she could feel the grains running through them. He promised her …only smiles …only joy …only love that night.
 
It was a difficult promise to keep as he watched her walking toward the ocean. Fred followed suit kicking off his boots and socks running after her. She broke into a run sprinting into the water, making him chase her. She went face first into the drink as the first small wave clipped her. He did not help her up; he waited knowing she wanted to right herself. He waited biting his lower lip as she fought to stand from the rushing waves.
 
As she found her footing against the relentless sea, she celebrated by splashing water on his face, washing away the tears he could not keep away. It left him with no choice but to retaliate.
 
With both hands cupped his launched a bucket of ocean water at her. She covered up pretending to be surprised after getting doused; he pretended that he could hear her scream and laugh. They frolicked and chased one another allowing the salt water to ruin their evening attire, as they squeezed out every ounce of happiness they had to chase sadness away.
 
As spent Fred collapsed onto the wet sand with nothing left in his tank, she fell on top of him to get at his reserves.
 
Their trembling kiss was hotter than the cold waves that splashed on them.
 
She popped all of his shirt buttons attacking his chest with kisses while going for his belt and pants.
 
He tore away her thong.
 
They’re passion as they became one, scorched away the world around them.
 
With the minuscule of strength, they had left; they used it to get home and then wasted the rest to do it all over again the second they got through the door.
 
On a soaked bed, they laid entangled within one another somewhere between awake and slumber, in between the crossroads of life and death.
 
He used his fingers to remove the wet strands of hair from her face and to caress her nose and right cheek lightly.
 
She placed a hand on his chest and brought back his tears.
 
She found a way to manipulate her mouth so that he could read her lips.
 
“Thank you … for loving me.”
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In the middle of the night, around 3 AM, Fred shot up from his slumber by a chilling nightmare. In his dream, he and Mary were someplace dark and cold facing one another, both naked with thick rusty hooks attached to chains embedded within different parts of their bodies.
 
As they reached out to touch one another, the hooks attached to Fred forced him to the ground, while the hooks within Mary lifted her into the air. He bawled and screamed as he watched in horror as Mary wailed in agony while the hooks began to tear her apart in front of him.
 
Fred drenched in fright sweat clutched his torso that pounded like a baby xenomorph fighting to burst through his chest cavity.
 
 The pounding increased as he noticed that Mary was no longer lying next to him. His ears then picked up what sounded like something digging and scratching into the hardwood floor in the living room.
 
His hand rattled as he reached for his phone.
 
“Mary? Mary?”
 
The screen flickered followed by incoherent static. A sickening dread filled up Fred’s throat making it difficult to breathe. He reached down deep and pulled his cowering courage out of his gut so that he could get to his feet and slip on some sweat pants.
 
As he forced himself to tip toe out into the hallway, his bones vibrated, his skin felt as if it was aflame, and he felt as if he had to fart and urinate at the same time.
 
It did not help that the carving sound that became more sinister the closer he got propelled him into a horrible horror movie where the non-virgin and ethnic person were the first to go.
 
As he entered the living room, his heart clenched up.
 
The loveseat had been turned over, and one of the chairs were broken as if there had been a struggle. As Fred tried to deduce how he slept through such a ruckus, he spied Mary crouched down in the middle of the living room.
 
Mary, or who he hoped was Mary sat in a squatting position wearing one of his white t-shirts, and yellow underwear wielded one of their huge butcher knives and was carving something in the living room.
 
His eyes fluttered in disgust.
 
Her long curly brown locks covered her face in a cliché manner preventing him from seeing what he could sense was a frightful mien.
 
He knew the intelligent thing to do was to run and get help. Having no idea who to run to in this situation was his dilemma. Running outside and yelling that his ghost wife inhabiting a doll had gone mad would see him in a straightjacket.
 
If he could even, make it to the door based on her savage state.
 
He checked his phone. The screen still sputtered as the audio violently cracked. 
 
“Mary? Mary? What’s wrong? Talk to …”
 
His question fell apart as he could see what she was carving into the floor from where he stood.
 
Fred’s face bore a visage of twisted nervousness.
 
“Who is …?”
 
 His question was interrupted by a warning that managed to get through the crackling sound on the audio speaker of his phone.
 
“Get away from her Fred! That’s not me!”
 
The horrifying caveat was barely enough to force a petrified Fred backward as whomever or whatever it was that now inhabited the doll body swung the butcher knife with the vigor and intent of separating Fred’s head from his body.
 
The ominous entity was almost successful as it nicked the side of his neck inches away from his jugular. Fred went reeling and crashing against the arm of the couch as he clutched his neck that was now dripping with blood.
 
His body quaked violently, as his eyes bulged as the doll still in a squatting position glaring back at him with a near twisted and demonic expression on its face. It continued to savagely stab and scratch up the wooden floor as it expanded the doll’s jaw to an inhuman length stretching the face while rolling its eyes to the back of its head. It emitted a horrifyingly traumatic bellowing sound as it sizing Fred up for the kill.
 
“Fred, move your ass to the bedroom!” Mary ordered him. “Go now! Now!”
 
A whimpering Fred found it hard for his body to obey her commands, as he shuffled back to the hallway. It was the animalistic wail which made the entire apartment and his very bones rattle that forced him to hightail it screaming.
 
Fred felt nothing but heat and urine dripping down his leg as he bolted for the bedroom. The close slapping feet meant it was upon him, that he wasn’t going to make it until he felt a force take him off his feet and hurl him into the bedroom at the last second.
 
Fred slammed awkwardly into the foot of the bed causing him to drop his phone. As he painfully squeezed out a groan, he managed to look up and see the massive wooden bedroom door slam shut, and the large double bedroom dresser slide across the room plowing into the door barricading it.
 
  It didn’t stop the poltergeist’s momentum as it rammed the doll body it had stolen into the door, and then proceeded to stab at the door attempting to get through as the heavily weighted dresser held its ground.
 
Fred hollered and screamed while still clutching his cut neck with one hand, and holding his skull with his other hand as he curled into a fetal ball on the floor until the ruckus on the other side of the door abruptly stopped. 
 
The next thing his ears picked up was scampering feet, and a door violently slammed open.
 
“She’s gone,” Mary informed him.
 
“She? That was a fucking
she?” Fred trembled.
 
“We have to go after her!”
 
“We
are not going after jack shit!”
 
“Fred, if you don’t want to be convicted of murder, get the fuck off the floor, put on one of the huge bandages from the medicine cabinet, and get after her! Now!”
 
He jumped as the bedroom dresser roared as it was pushed out the way, while the bedroom door swung open. He let out a slew of profanity as he picked up the phone, and painfully scrambled to his feet first grabbing a t-shirt from out of the clothes hamper, and then sprinting to the bathroom to quickly tend to his bleeding neck.
 
He then snatched up his car keys from the foyers table, slipped on his sneakers, and ran out the door jumping down flights of steps to get to the bottom. His ears picked up the voice of an irate Mr. Robinson along with his dog Zippy frantically barking in the background.
 
“What the hell is going on?”
 
On the way, down, he ran into a mortified Ms. Santiago standing in the hallway next to her open apartment door.
 
“Fred! Fred! Stop!”
 
“Sorry, Ms. Santiago! I can’t explain or stop!” He spun around her. “I’ll explain everything when I get back!”
 
He could still hear her screaming his name as he jumped down the final flights of steps and barreled through the doors onto the street. He cursed himself for poor cardio as he sucked up some air and ran for his life to the Jeep jumping in.
 
The second he got in, the door slammed shut without him touching it, and the car started up. Fred didn’t bother asking as he pulled out gunning the vehicle.
 
“Turn left,” was her first command.
 
He barely made the light as he hit the left turn causing the SUV to drift. He gunned the pedal as the wheels regained their traction. As the Hemi bellowed propelling the Jeep way over the speed limit, Fred prayed to a God he cursed a couple of days ago, not to get him pulled over on that night.
 
“She’s less than a mile and a half away from her destination and moving fast; you have to drive faster Fred,” Mary informed him. “Take the next right, and then a left. Don’t worry about lights or cops I have that covered.”
 
“What the fuck just happened?” Fred frantically demanded to know.
 
“Another spirit stole the doll body.”
 
“Who? Why?”
 
“Her name is Magda Jenkins,” Mary began to explain quickly. “She stole the body so that she could kill her husband. She said he’s responsible for her death. So right now, she’s headed over to his house with one of our huge kitchen knives to butcher the shit out of him.”
 
“How could this even happen?” He shook his head in disbelief. “You said no other spirit was capable of inhabiting the body!”
 
“You’re seriously asking that question now?”
 
“Yes! Pretend I’m stupid and indulge me!” He snapped at her while making another turn.
 
“She’s an extremely pissed off spirit which makes her a bit stronger than me,” Mary began to explain. “I was told she’s been trying to find a way to kill him for awhile, especially when she found out he’s been slipping it to her best friend before and after her death. She was also in on setting her up.”
 
“Other spirits told you this?” Fred gulped.
 
“Yes.”
 
“That still doesn’t explain how she took over the body!”
 
“She didn’t come into the house by herself; she came with something else. Something that promised to hurt you if I didn’t come out into the living room and let her take the body.”
 
Fred almost choked on his saliva as he took a deep swallow. New sweat now drenched his body as he floored the Jeep.
 
“She made a deal with something over here,” She continued her explanation. “And it gave her the strength to take over the body. I don’t have to tell you what will happen if she makes it there.”
 
“Best case scenario, a life sentence in either a loony bin or state prison,” Fred grunted. “Worst case, I get the needle.”
 
“Drive faster Fred.”
 
He obeyed taking the Hemi powered vehicle to almost seventy miles on the residential streets. He was sure they had been caught on several traffic cams running through lights and stop signs, but Mary has successfully woven a path for him to avoid running into the long arm of the law, and either stopped or sped up the Jeep to avoid Fred from being broadsided in three instances.
 
“We’re a block away!” She blared from the Jeep's speaker system. “She’s already at the house heading for the front door! Go, Fred! Go!”
 
“Which house?” Fred yelled back.
 
“Second one on the corner with the white Porsche SUV in the driveway!”
 
Fred barreled through his last stop sign hitting the block. Fear began to surge through him as he realized he didn’t have a clue how he was going to take on and stop a poltergeist possessed doll on demonic steroids.
 
“There she is Fred! There she is!”
 
Reality froze as Fred watched both terrified and fascinated by Mary’s doll body now inhabited by a female Wraith made her way to the walkway of her former home with the intent to murder her widowed husband sadistically.
 
“Ram her Fred! Ram her!”
 
“What?” a petrified Fred asked.
 
“I said fucking ram her!”
 
Before he could obey the ghostly audio text command from his wife, the pedal of the Jeep sunk into the floor causing the Hemi engine to roar as it accelerated jumping the curve. Fred no longer in control of the steering wheel he was holding braced himself as the Jeep viciously slammed into the doll running it over. The vehicle then spun out to a screeching halt, but not before brutally sideswiping the parked Porsche SUV in the driveway.
 
A dazed Fred searched to unbuckle his seatbelt. The second he found the lock and opened the car door, he spilled out of the Jeep hitting the lawn hard. He fought to stand on his rubbery legs as his world began to spin violently after being smacked by the airbag that deployed.
 
The first thing he did was give the doll a glance, which was now roadkill on the lawn. He then went back into his car for his phone which flew onto the floor of the passenger side of the vehicle.
 
“Fred! Look out!”
 
Mary’s chilling warning was enough to turn him around to barely block the risen doll as it pounced on him slamming him violently into the smashed in Porsche. He was still too dazed to stop the ten-inch butcher knife which hovered inches from his abdomen. The doll’s hand trembled as it attempted to force the blade through his soft flesh, while some other force battled with it to prevent it from happening.
 
Its face contorted as its mouth stretched further bellowing an ungodly howl in Fred’s face that vibrated a high-pitched scream out of him.
 
“Fred! You got to help me save your ass! I can’t hold her for long!”
 
Fred continued to scream as he followed his wife’s command using his right leg to kick the doll off of him to get some breathing room. As Mary controlled the doll’s knife hand, Fred summoned up all the courage he had buried deep inside of him and tackled the doll taking it up and slamming it to the ground.
 
As he climbed on top of it to pin it to the ground, it used its free left hand to latch onto his throat to choke the life out of him.
 
“You …got …to stop,” Fred gurgled. “Killing him …won’t bring you back.”
 
“I have to! I have to!” Magda’s ghostly voice shrieked nearly deafened him.
 
Fred’s eyes fluttered as her enhanced demonic strength cut off vital oxygen to his brain. He gasped as he felt her grip being forced loose. As he pulled his neck from the death grip, he felt a sharp knee to the groin hobbling him over and a powerful backhand to his jaw that not only gave him whiplash but send him flying off of her.
 
A groaning Fred curled up into a semi-ball clutching his violated private area as Magda rose to her feet and started to trudge to the door of her former house. Fred powered on instinct alone rolled to his knees and charged hitting her with a chop block to the back of her right knee upending her.
 
She answered with a frustrated howl as she rolled back to her feet, and then dived on top of him to embed the knife into his skull only to be stopped once again by Mary.
 
“Fred! You got to move baby!” Mary screamed from his iPhone which lay on the lawn after he dropped it during the struggle. “You got to help me! She’s too strong!”
 
As the knife moved to his skull, a half-conscious Fred raised his rubbery arms to lend what little strength he had left to keep himself alive. In the back of his mind, he did not want to die; he really did not. But if it were to end this way, at least he and Mary would be together again.
 
“Police! Drop the knife! Drop it now!”
 
Those were the words Fred had heard before six shots rang out tearing through the doll while knocking it off of him. A traumatized Fred was a turtle placed on his back unable to move.
 
What Fred heard next, would haunt him until the day he took his last breath. Out of thin air came the sound of mighty wings and a blood-curdling sobbing scream from a woman. An animalistic savage roar tore through the night rattling the bones of everyone within earshot of it. His ears and senses were violated with the resonance of something sharp stabbing into what he could only believe was soft flesh.
 
Next to follow were dragging sounds as the echoing bawling screams grew fainter and fainter. The last thing Fred heard was sinister snickering that could make a heart skip several beats.
 
“What the fuck was that?”
 
Fred’s ears picked up the question from one the male police officers on location.
 
“Mary! Mary!” Fred screamed out.
 
He punched through his fear rolling to his side searching for his phone.
 
“You there, do not move! I said don’t move!” commanded the officer.
 
Fred ignored his command preferring to get shot as he found his phone. He quickly placed his finger over the Touch ID pulling up the screen.
 
“Sir, last warning, drop the phone and lay face down on the ground!” warned the officer.
 
Fred quickly read Mary’s message.
 
“I’m okay! Drop the phone!”
 
A relieved Fred tossed it and rolled onto his stomach with his face in the lawn and his hands clasped behind his head. He had seen enough fictional and real life police television shows to determine what the officers would do next.
 
As predicted, two of the officers cautiously walked over and handcuffed him. They then helped him to his feet and walked him back over to the squad cars while another officer went to inspect the female perpetrator they just put down with a hail of gunfire.  
 
“Are you alright sir?” inquired a female officer. “Are you injured?”
 
“I'm all right,” Fred nodded.
 
His focus was on an explanation he was going to come up with in the next five seconds.
 
Waterfall sweat ran down his back as the stocky male officer jumped back after checking the assailant they downed.
 
“What the fuck?” He turned with a scowled expression in Fred’s direction.
 
“What is it?” Ask the female officer.
 
“It’s a doll.”
 
“What the hell you mean it’s a doll?” asked another male officer.
 
“I mean it’s a goddamn doll,” the first male officer forcefully reiterated. “It’s one of those life-like sex dolls!”
 
In that split-second revelation, Fred knew he went from victim to perpetrator as all eyes locked on him.
 
Five minutes later, Fred waited as the head police officer on the scene, and one of his colleagues spoke to Magda’s ex-husband, who went into a fit over his Porsche, with Magda's best friend now girlfriend standing by his side. Judging by their night attire, the ruckus he caused while stopping Magda awoken them out of their sleep.
 
There was a tiny part of him that wished he was too late to stop her. He stood there imagining the looks on their faces as she waited for one of them to open the door.
 
Fred came out of his trance as the lead officer walked back over to him by himself to question him.
 
“Mr. Fredrick Garrett,” the officer checked his driver’s license within his wallet. “My name is Lieutenant Kirkpatrick. Do you mind telling me what exactly is going on here?”
 
“Is she dead?” Fred asked. “Is the bitch dead?”
 
Officer Kirkpatrick glanced at his fellow officers whose visages mixed between humor, irritation, and concern.
 
“Mr. Garrett, that’s a doll lying ‘dead’ on the floor.”
 
“No, that’s my crazy ex,” Fred swallowed. “I tried to tell her it was over, but she wasn’t hearing it. She kept accusing me of fucking around, which technically I wasn’t. I mean being a little gay ain’t cheating, right?”
 
“You …were sleeping with a man,” The female officer tried to wrap her brain around his answer, “behind your doll girlfriend’s …?”
 
“Ex!” He sternly cut her off. “Bitch was my ex! She was dead to me! And thanks to you all, she’s officially dead!”
 
“Okay,” she held a hand up gesturing for him to calm himself. “So, you were sleeping with a man behind your ex-doll girlfriend’s back.”
 
“That is correct officer,” Fred nodded.
 
“The owner of this house?” she pointed.
 
“Uh, yeah,” Fred cleared his throat.
 
Fred realized that there was no way out of his current situation. The actual truth was not going to set him free in any scenario no matter how he delivered it. There was only one card that he could play, the only one in his deck.
 
Full on crazy.
 
“So, she came over here to kill him?” Officer Kirkpatrick narrowed his eyes at Fred. “You …came over here to kill this gentleman.”
 
“No …she did,” Fred earnestly shook his head. “See, what had happened was we got into a fight, and I was telling her I was leaving her because when she uses the dildo on me, she doesn’t lube it up. She’s not gentle, not gentle at all! Not even a little bit of spit! She’s so mean to me. So, mean! But during the argument, I slipped and mentioned how my man over there was gentle with me, so gentle, especially the last time we hooked up in the shower stall of the gym we go to. And, she lost her shit and came over here to cut his dick off. I tried to stop her, but she got that Silverback strength you know, and she was going to kill me so no one else could have me, then cut his dick off and stuff it down my throat so that I could choke on it while I bled out on his lawn. Then she was going to slit her own throat. That’s when you guys showed up. Thanks for saving me.”
 
He stunned himself by telling his insane story with a straight face, especially when the officers in his company had trouble keeping their professional composure after hearing it.
 
“So, you’re saying that she drove over here,” Asked another officer with the name tag McDowell.
 
“Uh, no,” Fred shook his head. “She’s doll, and she doesn’t have a driver’s license.”
 
“So how did she get here?” The female officer asked.
 
“She ran,” Fred cleared his throat, expelling the only truth in his insane lie. “She got some speed on her. I drove over here knowing that this was where she was coming and ran her over before she got to the door.”
 
“You ran her over?” Officer Kirkpatrick pointed the finger at him.
 
“I knew she’d kill me the second I got out the car,” Fred swallowed. “She left me no choice.”
 
“I see. Okay …well …Mr. Garrett, we’re going to have to place you under arrest for your protection.” Officer Kirkpatrick explained while clearing his throat of the laughter within it.
 
“I understand officer,” Fred nodded in compliance. “Will you be reading me my Miranda rights now?”
 
“Officer Philips will take care of that right now,” Kirkpatrick motioned to the female officer in the group.
 
“Thank you, officer, I’m really sorry about this mess, but you know …bitches be crazy sometimes …”
 
He caught himself remembering there was a female officer present.
 
“I’m sorry Officer Philips …I didn’t mean you …I’m just … You know …Emotional right now. I didn’t think she’d try to kill me …you know. I didn’t think she’d take it there. Especially over some anal …you don’t kill someone over anal.”
 
“It’s okay Mr. Garrett,” Officer Philips reassured him while battling to keep her professionalism. “Let me read you your rights, and then we can get you out of here.”
 
“Okay,” he nodded. “Is someone going to cover her? You all should at least cover her. Neighbors don’t need to see her like that.”
 
“We’ll take care of ‘her,'” Officer Kirkpatrick answered. “Just sit tight while Officer Philips reads you your rights, and I go over here and talk to the home owner.”
 
“Thank you, officer,” Fred swallowed. “Let him know I’m sorry for embarrassing him like this, and I understand if he never wants to see me again.”
 
“I will,” Officer Kirkpatrick nodded. “Two more questions, what’s his name?”
 
“Trevor …his name is Trevor Reynolds.”
 
Fred gave him a look as if why wouldn’t he know the homeowner’s name. In actuality, Fred knew his first name due to it being the name Magda Jenkins was carving into his floor. He caught the last name on the license plate of the smashed in Porsche SUV Mary plowed him into after they ran Magda over. 
 
“Second question, what was that noise after we shot your ex-girlfriend?”
 
Fred gave him a look as if he was crazy.
 
“What noise?”
 
Officer Kirkpatrick tried his weak attempt at the Larry David stare, which Fred quickly deflected. He nodded walking away. Fred knew the second he turned his back to him he was rolling his eyes not believing the fresh hell he stumbled on.
 
A mentally, emotionally, and physically exhausted Fred half listened to the reading of his rights as he watched Officer Kirkpatrick explain to Trevor Reynolds who Fred was, and what took place while they were inside asleep.
 
What Fred heard next squeezed a smirk from his lips.
 
“Muthafucka!”
 
Trevor Reynolds’s girlfriend screamed as she slapped him across the face and stormed back into the house. “I knew it!”
 
“What the fuck?” Madga’s widower howled from the steps of his home while nursing the left side of his mug. “I don’t know that crazy …!”
 
Fred didn’t hear the rest of his furious rant as the arresting officer placed him in the back of the squad car, nor did he care to hear it.
 
His only thought, was when he would get his phone back.



CHAPTER 14

 
 
One month and three weeks later Fred sat across the table from Barney underneath the roof of the Langley Porter Psychiatric Hospital. Because there was only property damage, Fred was allowed to plead guilty due to mental illness after Cynthia supplicated the incident being his first brush with the law which was brought on by the traumatic loss of his wife.

 
The judge granted him probation with the stipulation that he checked himself into a mental hospital for observation and treatment for at least sixty days. He would then be obligated to continue outpatient treatment for one full one year.
 
He never got the doll back.
 
When he finally got a hold of his phone, all of the text communications along with the selfie and other pictures he took with Mary had vanished, save for one message.
 
“I am sorry.”
 
It disappeared after he read it.
 
“Sorry? What the fuck do you mean ‘sorry’? Mary! Mary talk to me! Mary!”
 
For almost two weeks, Fred talked, screamed, and cursed to the point that he was sedated twice. After week three when he realized that she was not going to respond, and he was making his situation worse, he gave in and stopped talking.
 
He began to go through the motions attending both his personal and group sessions. Day by day as he started to listen to the physiatrists, other people who he told his story to while in the group, and even to himself, he began to wonder if anything that happened the prior months was even real.
 
It began to hit him that he had experienced a powerful mental break from reality, and he was now in the middle of the aftermath trying to put the pieces back together.
 
One of the many jagged cuts he would have to endure was repairing relationships he had also purposely broken due to his episode. He never expected in a million years that he and Barney would be sitting across from one another finding it difficult to speak.
 
“I still haven’t received a bill from Cynthia for defending me,” Fred muttered as an attempt to break the silence and tension.
 
“She doesn’t accept money from crazy people,” Barney flatly returned.
 
Fred looked up to see a simple smirk on his friend’s lips, which forced one onto his face as well.
 
“I honestly didn’t think you’d come.”
 
“Just because you’re a dry ass snitch, who has no problem breaking the bro code,” Barney cleared his throat. “Doesn’t mean we stopped being boys, not to mention how fun it is for me to sit here and say I told you so. So, how are you?”
 
“I’m here,” Fred sighed, “Working through my issues.”
 
“I’m sorry for uninviting you to Ethan’s birthday party,” Barney cleared his throat with an apology. “And not just because Cynthia almost tried to stab me when she found out I did it. She was right, the kids would have probably gotten a kick out of the doll.”
 
“It’s alright man, you were right,” Fred admitted. “I wouldn’t like them seeing me like that. How did Ethan like the Telsa?”
 
“Well it’s no HellCat,” Barney leaned back folding his arms. “But he went ballistic over it, drives it up and down the block almost every day while playing his tunes. How’d you know?”
 
“The two days I was there, he kept talking about your neighbor’s Tesla, and how he liked how cool it looked and that it was quiet as opposed to your beast.”
 
“Little traitor,” Barney muttered.
 
“I got it in red with black rims to match yours,” Fred pointed out.
 
“I know, thank you.” Barney grinned. “Two weeks ago, we were both outside washing our rides together.”
 
“I wish I could have seen that,” Fred smiled.
 
“Me too,” Barney nodded. “I miss you, man.”
 
 “I miss you too,” Fred said with an apologetic cracked voice.
 
“Well you’ll be happy to know your life has become one 1990’s movie cliché,” Barney scoffed. “Your team closed the Shiro account, and your job is waiting for you when you get back.”
 
“How did that happen?”
 
“You said it yourself,” Barney leaned back in his chair. “You were working your ass off while you were losing your mind. Your team finished what you started, and then they went to bat for you, with my help. Bronson’s not happy with you though.”
 
“Oh,” Fred rolled his eyes.
 
“Yeah,” Barney said sternly with narrowed eyes. “Especially when you and Mary held him and his family down after they lost Katie.”
 
   The irritation left Fred as quickly as it came as he remembered the state his boss Bronson was in as his younger daughter Katie passed away three years ago due to stage four leukemia. Fred stepped up with Barney to take over accounts and company responsibilities so that he could spend more time with her, and Bronson never forgot how Mary brought books, spent time, talked, and read to her until her passing.
 
“You really hurt his feelings,” Barney shook his head. “Thinking he wouldn’t understand.”
 
“You didn’t understand,” Fred lifted his eyes to meet his.
 
“Bro, you didn’t try to make me understand. One minute it’s a sleep aid, the next minute it’s your girlfriend, then the next minute you’re on someone’s lawn trying to kill it with a big ass knife. You’re lucky you got some sane cops with all the crazy shit that’s been going on.”
 
“Actually …it was trying to kill me,” Fred corrected him.
 
Barney gave him an “are you serious” look, while Fred meekly shrugged his shoulders.
 
“I already lost one good friend,” Barney’s voice began to crack. “My heart can’t take losing another.”
 
Fred remorsefully lowered his head finally getting it. He was not the only person in pain, his heart was not the only one broken, he was not the only one who lost someone on that day, and he wasn’t alone in his grief.
 
“So, are you going to level with me finally?” Barney leaned forward resting his forearms on the table.
 
“About what?”
 
“The doll, it was Mary. Or supposed to represent Mary, right?”
 
Giving in to his friend, Fred nodded.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Finally,” Barney threw up his arms. “Was that so hard? Now had you been real with me from the jump, it would have saved you a trip to the loony bin.”
 
“Why are you acting like you would have been cool with this?” Fred sneered at him.
 
“Dude, we got Trump as the Republican candidate for President, talking about grabbing women by the pussy, and people still voting for him. The world has already gone crazy. Channeling Mary through a doll I can work with; we could have done some ‘Lars meets a Real Girl’ 2.0 type shit, did some double dating. But if it’s just some random chick you’re hooking up with, I ain’t got any time for that. I’m a happily married man.”
 
Fred grunted out a laugh which became infectious between the two and caused some heads to turn in their direction. In the middle of their hilarity, Barney got choked up, and emotional which both caught Fred off guard and unnerved him.
 
“You’re the reason I graduated from high school and college man,” Barney looked down. “Why I’m in a job that I love to do when no one believed in me …You were there, you didn’t see some dumb, slow oaf from some hick town. You took me to my first comic con …”
 
“You got suspended for knocking out Scott Farkus after he sucker punched me in the cafeteria,” Fred smiled. “You also taught me how to dribble and hit a decent jump shot.”
 
“I would have understood,” Barney lifted his glassy eyes. “No matter how crazy it seemed to me …I would have fought to figure out ...for you.”
 
Fred reached over to place his hand on top of Barney’s hand hammering and re-forging the iron back in their friendship.
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Fred’s second most uncomfortable visit came from his father, which was a far bigger blow up than with Barney. He also did not expect to see him at all while he was staying at the facility.
 
The silence between them was longer than when Barney visited.
 
“So how are you doing?” Mr. Garrett broke the ice first while avoiding eye contact with his son.
 
“Food sucks and I miss my bed,” Fred shrugged. “Counselors said I am progressing well with my sessions. I didn’t expect you to come here.”
 
“Why do you think I wouldn’t come to visit my son?” Mr. Garrett finally turned making eye contact with Fred.
 
“You and mom said if V and I ever got locked up for anything other than self-defense, you’d leave us to rot in jail.”
 
 “Ginger Ferdinand, you took her home with your mother’s car without her permission. After you had dropped her off, you got stopped by the police because you ran a stop sign, and arrested because you were operating with a learner's permit after 7 P.M.” His father reminded him.
 
“I called home, you reamed me out, and then you and mom came a got me within an hour,” Fred bowed his head remembering the incident. “And when she got home, she reamed me out worse than you did.”
 
“Well, it was her car that got impounded.” Mr. Garrett chuckled. “Whatever happened between you and Ginger Ferdinand?”
 
“Never made it past the friend zone with her,” Fred shrugged.
 
“After our last conversation, I went to see your sister.”
 
Fred sat silently knowing there was more to his topic changer.
 
“I told her about our lunch, and I let her unload on me. I can say she was more brutal than you were. Boy, did she let me have it. And then when she allowed me to speak, I pathetically attempted to let her know my side of the story …and then she really went off and told me …”
 
A cold chill washed over Fred as he watched his father’s eyes become glossy with tears as he muffled the whimper that tried to come out.
 
“She told me what happened to your mom.”
 
“What?” Fred swallowed. “What happened to mom?”
 
Fred’s insides went dry as he saw the horror on his father’s face realizing that he had no idea what he was speaking of.
 
“What happened to mom dad?” His voice went up several octaves filled with panic.
 
Trapped in a corner, Mr. Garrett muddled through the best way to tell his son the painful revelation revealed to him.
 
“Back in Jamaica …your mother was raped by a friend of the family when she was a teenager.”
 
Fred went white as his body became overrun with the shakes. Tears blinded his eyes as he shook his head in disbelief.
 
“She …she never told me.”
 
“It’s not an easy topic for a mother to tell her son,” Mr. Garrett lowered his head, “nor a bastard of a husband who can’t keep his prick in his pants.”
 
His father groaned as he battled to keep from falling into a sobbing fit so he could continue to tell his son what he wanted to say.
 
“The reason I didn’t sign the tax papers so your mom could go to college, was because I was afraid. Your mother was a beautiful, bright and intelligent woman. She could have had anyone back home, and even here in the states. I was this guy with barely a high school education who was lucky to get a work visa to the states. And so, when she decided to choose me and come …I was floored. But along the way …I made so many stupid mistakes …I was scared she would leave me, or find someone better.”
 
“So why hurt her dad? Why?”
 
“My father was a womanizer and a deadbeat,” Mr. Garrett shrugged. “He left my mother with my siblings and me to run the streets and chase tail. So, I worked hard to make sure that I could take care of my family, and be there the best I could from my children. I just never got a handle on being faithful.”
 
Mr. Garrett raised his head to look his son in his eyes.
 
“I’m proud that you never grew up to become like my father or me,” he got out. “And despite it all, I miss your mother every single damn day. I know you were telling the truth …but you have no idea how much it hurt to know …That I failed at making her happy.”
 
Fred slid closer to his father rubbing his back as the old man muzzled his mouth to hamper his cries so as not to embarrass his son.
 
“The day of the lunch …I lied because I wanted to hurt you,” Fred whispered into his father’s ear. “I asked mom why she stayed with you after everything, and she said for two reasons. One, mom fell in love with you the first time she saw you and grew to love your ambition and drive, to her there wasn’t anything you could not do. And two, she told me the story about when you got stuck out in Chicago on Christmas Eve.
 
She said you called her and told her that the airports were all shut down because of a blizzard that hit, and that you weren’t sure if you were going to make it home for Christmas. She said it was hard for her to keep the disappointment and sadness out of her voice, but she understood.
 
She said on Christmas morning, she woke up scared to the sound of the front door opening, but something told her not to be afraid and go downstairs. And there you were, standing in the middle of the foyer. Apparently, you hitched rides all day and night until you got home.
 
Mom said …she never been more in love with you then on that day because you did that all for her. She told me you were an asshole, but you were her asshole. And she's never stopped loving you.”
 
Fred’s revelation brought his father into a bawling fit. His tears flowed as he embraced his father soothing him to take away his pain.
 
“I miss her boy. I miss her.”
 
“I miss her too dad. I miss them both.”
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His last visitor during his stay was his most uncomfortable.
 
For at least five minutes, Veronica sat silently in front of him with eyes of pure hatred toward him. It was so painful that Fred found himself staring at the table to avoid her gaze.
 
“Truce V,” he whispered loud enough for her to hear, “Truce.”
 
“Do you know what I want to do right now?” She whispered back in a mild steel toned voice.
 
She did not wait for him to ask.
 
“I want to punch you dead in your fucking nose, and break it in several fucking places, and then sit here and watch it gush from your nose down that stupid shirt of yours. That is what I want to do …and what I think of your stupid fucking truce.”
 
Fred looked up to see tears of hurt and betrayal form in her eyes.
 
“You stupid head …you promised …. You promised me. And I swear to god if you attempt to get out of that seat and hug me, I will knock you the fuck out, and then beat you to death with that chair.”
 
A mousy Fred sat quietly in his seat with his head down not looking to test her.
 
“I saw Ms. Santiago two days ago,” Veronica wiped her eyes. “She told me about the crazy mute and deaf bitch.”
 
Fred swallowed his spit as his stomach began to turn.
 
“She said she knew something wasn’t right about her from when she scared her the night she came up to ask you to keep it down,” Veronica continued. “She also said she was the one who cut you, ran out of the apartment like a mad woman, and responsible for carving the words ‘Trevor’ into your living room floor. But the police did not catch you fighting with a woman …they found you struggling with your doll. Look at me, Fred.”
 
He painfully lifted his eyes to meet his sister’s angered gaze.
 
“You finally want to tell me what the hell is going on?”
 
Fred averted his eyes back down to the table.
 
“You wouldn’t believe me V. I wouldn’t believe me if I listened to it.”
 
His sister sprung from her seat grabbing her chair. Fred winced thinking she was going to make good on her threat. Instead, she walked up to him slamming it down and took a seat in front of him.
 
She grabbed both his hands holding them, which forced molasses tears from his eyes. His lips trembled as he raised his head to see her looking dead at him.
 
“We got twenty minutes left on this visit,” she informed him. “Try me.”



CHAPTER 15

 
 
After spending the mandatory two months in a mental facility, Fred was released on probation.

 
Veronica picked him up and drove him home. The second he got inside of his house he made a beeline to the loveseat, collapsed into it, and went to sleep.
 
He would remain there for two days only getting up to use the bathroom.
 
On day three he forced himself to get off the couch and walk around inspecting the apartment. Apparently, Ms. Santiago had the bedroom door replaced and had the floor redone over. It baffled him how he didn’t come home to an eviction notice on his front door after all the mayhem he caused.
 
In the middle of the night, he gathered up all the remaining items that he purchased for the doll placing them in boxes.
 
The next afternoon, Veronica stood next to him as the Salvation Army came and picked the things up.
 
He could feel her closely examining him while attempting not to be obvious about it as the men thanked him for his donation and walked out forever with a piece of his life.
 
“I’m okay V.” Fred glanced at her with a smirk.
 
“Are you Fred?”
 
“No,” he shook his head. “I don’t know if I ever will be. But I have to try. She wouldn’t want me to be like this forever. I wouldn’t want her to be like this if it was reversed. I’d want her to let me go and live.”
 
“Oh, I sent out the invitations for you,” she remembered. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”
 
“Yeah,” he nodded. “I realized the most painful thing about losing Mary that day was I never got the chance to say goodbye. She was right in front of me, and in a second …she was taken. I said some words at the funeral, and I put her body in the ground, but I couldn’t let go. And because I couldn’t let go, I almost got myself killed. I just want to wish her a happy anniversary where ever she is, tell her how much I love her, and say goodbye.”
 
A misty-eyed Veronica rubbed her brother’s back giving him some comfort and support.
 
“I’m hungry,” he stepped away refusing to breakdown anymore. “You want to go out to eat?”
 
“Sure,” she nodded.
 
She quietly watched as Fred grabbed his phone and wallet placing them in his pockets. He then lifted the last box of items he believed Mary would want his sister to have and waited for her as she grabbed her bag and followed him out the door to her car so they can have dinner together.
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Two weeks later, Fred gazed up at the starry sky on the night of their anniversary.  The rooftop garden patio recreational area of Ms. Santiago’s apartment was the same location they held their reception. He looked around at the thirty-person party of close friends and family that came to support him.
 
 Fred was partially taken aback by how many came. News of his antics, arrest, and time in a mental facility was on page three of the local newspaper and spread like wild fire amongst his friends, family, and associates.
 
He gave a head nod to his father who returned it with a smirk. He was semi-surprised to see him show up. Even with their heart to heart, his father had not been a fan of parties and gatherings more so after his mother passed. 
 
 As he mingled amongst the attendees, he ran into Sara.
 
“Hey!” He beamed.
 
“How are you, Fred?” She extended her arms for an embrace.
 
“Here and sane again, so glad you came!” He gave her a hug. “Did Paul come too? Is he …?”
 
“I am leaving Paul.”
 
“Oh.” His eyes widened genuinely stunned. 
 
“Yeah, we were both immature. We weren’t making each other better.” She admitted.
 
“How’s he taking it?”
 
“Not good,” she shook her head. “He wanted to go to counseling, but it’s beyond that. I need to be on my own for a while and do some real growing up. I don’t know if we were ever right for one another, but I know I’m not good for anyone right now.”
 
“Well don’t grow up too much,” he smirked. “And if you ever need help …”
 
“I won’t.” She reassured him. “But thank you.”
 
In the middle of his conversation, Fred spotted his sister making her way in his direction when someone slid in front of her path causing her almost to leap out her skin.
 
“Jesus!”
 
“Hey,” Hank half grinned.
 
Veronica’s face became a Picasso painting revealing her emotions, which were surprise, irritation, and a sprinkle of nervousness.
 
“What are you doing here?”
 
“Fred invited me,” Hank motioned.
 
Veronica slowly turned to her brother standing across the room giving her a devious smirk. She returned it with an “I’m going to murder you later” grin.
 
“Oh.” She turned back to engage with who she saw as her soon to be ex. 
 
“I’m also here on some job interviews.”
 
Veronica’s face became a blank slate. She furrowed her brow and rattled her skull thinking her hearing was off.
 
“Say what?”
 
“I said I am here on some job interviews,” Hank repeated making sure to keep eye contact with her.
 
“Why?” She scoffed.
 
“Because you don’t want to come to New York,” he rolled his eyes. “So, I guess I have to come to Cali.”
 
“But, you hate California.”
 
“I do,” he nodded. “You need a car to drive everywhere, the people are vain and stuck up, and you can’t find a good hot dog to save your life. But you’re here, so I think I’ll be okay.”
 
“I didn’t ask you to …”
 
“No, you didn’t …” he cut her off. “But I’m crazy about you, and I know you’re mad about me. New York will always be there, and a job is a job. There’s only one of you.”
 
“You’re crazy about me?”
 
“Yeah, I am. Now if you don’t feel the same I can always…” He said with a sarcastic shrug.
 
“I do! I do!” she stopped him using a child-like voice while placing a hand on his chest.
 
He let out a small chuckle before leaning in to whisper in her ear.
 
“I don’t mind chasing you, but I also don’t like feeling like a disposable diaper.”
 
“Sorry,” she shamefully lowered her head.
 
“What was that?” Hank cupped an ear.
 
“I said I’m sorry! Maybe we can figure out a compromise,” she pouted while rolling her eyes. “I don’t want this to end either.”
 
Hank pulled her close and lifted her chin with a finger to gaze lovingly into her eyes.
 
“You’re a real pain in the ass …you know that?”
 
She agreed with a misty-eyed nod and stood on the tips of her toes to taste his lips. He pulled her closer to deepen the kiss as she wrapped her arms around his neck.
 
Fred wore a faint smile of happiness as he was able to witness the prevention of a mistake he knew his little sister would make later.
 
He excused himself from Sara and made his way to the DJ booth taking up the microphone. The DJ lowered the music while everyone in attendance made a semi-circle around Fred giving him their full attention.
 
He looked around meeting eyes with Barney and Cynthia, Bronson’s wife Angela who came on both her and his behalf while he was in Japan. His heart sped up a bit remembering how much he hated public speaking.
 
“Hello, thank you, everyone, for coming out.” Fred began. “As you all know, I suck at this, so I plan to make this brief.”
 
He took a minute to find his words.
 
“As a lot of you may know, I went crazy this past couple of months,” Fred said while rubbing his bald head for comfort. “I had relations with a sex doll, bought a new car, crashed it, got locked up and committed, basically, a regular day for anyone in California.”
 
The weak joke was good enough to ignite laughter around him putting him more at ease.
 
“I’m not ashamed at all about what happened,” he admitted. “Barney and my sister can tell you; I was a hardcore nerd and geek when being one wasn’t cool. While everyone wanted to look like Nelly or Eminem, I wanted to look like Morpheus or Blade. Barney, I don’t know how you walked down the street with me as I was the only kid that looked like he came out of a kung fu movie or a fighting video game.”
 
“I was never a bored man,” Barney yelled out. “I’d go back and relive it all over again if I could.”
 
“I had school crushes, dated and had relationships, through high school into college but they never lasted.” Fred continued. “It’s a painfully lonely existence when you feel no one will ever get you.”
 
Fred took a moment squeezing his eyes together to keep his tear ducts shut.
 
“And then, one night on campus during my junior year in the middle of Rush Week. While myself, Barney, Frank, and six other guys were trying to decide which party or bar we were going to first. This girl with wild curly hair wearing a tight long sleeve comic print top of the first edition of Shi, with black hakama pants, and platform sneakers walked up to us asking if we had a joint we wanted to sell to her. Barney told her we were also looking to score, which we were. Sorry, Dad.”
 
His father grunted a disapproving chuckle, while his best friend vigorously nodded in agreement.
 
“This was the same chick that cursed me out in the library two weeks ago over a Shakespeare novel. I just couldn’t stop looking at her, I wasn’t discreet at all, to the point that she looked at me and asked ‘What the hell are you looking at?’ To which my ‘Simple Jack’ ass said ‘You, I think you’re beautiful.’ You could tell by the look on her face that she couldn’t believe that I came at her with a fourth-grade pickup line. She walked away, I got ragged on, and I put the entire embarrassing event in my loss column and moved on.
 
After hitting up five bars and two campus parties, I was hanging outside by myself leaning up against a tree thinking about calling it a night when I saw her walking in my direction. I was so embarrassed about what I said earlier I put my head down hoping she wouldn’t see me. The next thing I know, this girl walks right up to me and puts her head on my chest. She then wraps her arms around my neck and starts kissing me. Later Mary would say that my line was a complete turnoff, but when she saw me again wearing my Usher hat and Neo trench coat leaning up against that tree, I looked like a vampire anime character, and so she had to kiss me. And that lonely feeling that I felt of not being understood was gone.”
 
Fred paused for a minute as his voice cracked during his last sentence. It infected the crowd as he noticed some people quickly wiping their eyes.
 
“So …I do not regret losing my shit,” He threw on the brightest smile possible. “My Mary was worth going crazy for, and my world is a lonely one without her. But wherever she is, I know she would want me to move forward …no matter how much it hurt. So, thank you all for coming here, and helping me celebrate what would have been our one year anniversary …I think we all know she was that extraordinary person that touched each of our hearts in some way, so even though I went off the deep end …I know I’m not the only one who’s hurting and who misses her.”
 
Fred eyes locked with a teary-eyed Sara, as he prepared to finish up his speech.
 
“I just wish …”
 
Fred’s words became stuck in his throat as his heart stopped. His entire frame proceeded to rattle as Ms. Santiago came through the crowd rolling his doll out in a wheelchair dressed in a simple white laced off the shoulder dress with white strappy wedged sandals. It appeared to have been fully restored after being run over and shot full of bullet holes.
 
Confusion and concern flooded the room as Fred stumbled backward.
 
“What’s going on? Why is that thing doing here? Ms. Santiago …”
 
He jumped at the soft touch of a hand on his arm and turned to see a very calm Veronica standing by his side.
 
“It’s okay Fred,” she smiled.
 
“What the hell is going on V?”
 
“What’s going on is that the music is going to play, and you’re going to have your one-year anniversary dance with your wife.”
 
Before Fred could respond to what he now believed was an insane proposal from his sister, Barney and his father came to his side to find out what was going on.
 
“What is going on? What are you doing Veronica?” Mr. Garrett barked at her.
 
“Yeah V,” chimed in Barney. “Why would you …?”
 
“Dad, both you and Barney need to piss off.” She turned to them with murderous intent in her eyes. “This is a conversation between my brother and me. It’s not about you two. So, either go back to where you were standing, or leave.”
 
Barney gave an irritated snort as he backed away throwing his hands up. Mr. Garrett glanced at Fred who seemed semi-catatonic and then back at his daughter who dared him to test her. He reluctantly retreated to where he stood leaving her and Fred in the center of the bewildered crowd by themselves again.
 
Veronica jumped in front of Fred’s vision which was fixated on the doll so that they could meet her eyes.
 
“Fred, the day of your wedding, during the reception, Mary told me what you guys had planned, every year on the day of your anniversary no matter where you were, you’d have one dance, now’s your chance to keep that promise.”
 
Fred glanced around the room at all of the confused faces and felt small. Most noticeable was Sara who was visibly upset.
 
“Why are you doing this to me V?” Fred asked with frustration and pain on his face. “It wasn’t real! It was all in my head.”
 
“If you believe that, then it’s not going to kill you to have this one dance.”
 
“You had no right …”
 
“Fred! I know when you’re lying and when you’re telling the truth.” Veronica cut him off with a snarl. “And right now, this is not about anyone else in this room. It’s about you and Mary, and the promise you made to one another. So, shut the hell up, and go dance with your wife.”
 
Fred gave everyone around the room one final glance before his gaze fell on the doll.
 
He handed his sister the microphone and proceeded to walk toward it deflecting all of the confused eyes that were on him.
 
Fred looked at Ms. Santiago, who gave him a nod and pulled the doll out of the wheelchair. In front of his embarrassed and mortified friends and family, he awkwardly placed her arms around his neck, while positioning her feet on top of his. He waited as Veronica signaled for the confused DJ to play their song.
 
At the sweet sound of Musiq Soulchild’s “Don’t Change,” He took the deepest of breaths, closed his eyes holding her close, and proceeded to dance.
 
“I cannot believe you’d put your brother through this after all he’s been through Veronica,” Mr. Garrett muttered to her.
 
“I will say again, dad,” she forcefully whispered back. “It’s not about you.”
 
“Well, I’m not standing by and watching …”
 
“Dad …shut up …” Veronica’s voice cracked.
 
“How dare you …”
 
 “Daddy …stop and look,” a glass eye Veronica asked with a soft voice.
 
“What…” a frustrated Mr. Garrett turned and lost his words to the vision everyone saw.
 
“Oh, dear God,” his bottom lip quaked as his tears fell.
 
Barney shook his head as his eyes became blurry with running tears. He grasped his chest as he gasped while Cynthia clutched his arm sobbing with disbelief.
 
With his eyes closed, he felt her nose nuzzling against his, and then a light kiss on his lips which quickened his heart and flooded his eyes with tears. He shook his head fighting to believe that it was all in his skull, but her feet were no longer on top of his.
 
He could feel her embrace as she caressed the back of his neck and placed her other hand on his chest.
 
Fred forced his eyes to open so he could see that smile that made him fall in love.
 
Fred quickly turned to see his father blinded with his tears give him a slow head nod.
 
He was not crazy; somehow, someway she found a way to make it to their first anniversary.
 
On that night, for one final night, he danced with his Mary.
 
“Go Fred and Mary!” roared Barney through his sobs. “Go!”
 
For that one night, no one questioned what they saw. Fred’s smile finally came back as Mary wrapped her arms around his neck. He drew her close and gave her a kiss that would make the strongest of hearts give out.
 
“Can someone please fill me in …what the hell is going on?” A dumbfounded Hank whispered to Veronica.
 
“He didn’t think I’d believe him when he told me what was going on,” answered a teary-eyed Veronica. “And I almost didn’t, until I went to his apartment myself. I was there for almost an hour, and then I got angry and started crying. I said something about if she was really there, whatever she was doing was hurting Fred, and she needed to stop. I honestly didn’t believe I was talking to someone.”
 
Veronica pulled out her phone, and click on her text message application. There was a text message with no name or phone number that said, “V, you know I would never hurt him.” A slew of other messages followed the first message.
 
She turned to Hank with a quivering smile.
 
“She found her way back to him.”
 
As the song ended, they both turned to everyone within the room. Mary turned to Barney and simulated a three-point shot. He burst into laughter as his tears ran thick realizing she was telling him who hit him with the basketball that day.
 
Her attention then turned to a terrified Sara, who timidly stepped out with a visage unable to process what she was seeing. Mary didn’t wait as she strolled over to her sister, who coiled back a bit in fear. Mary then took her hands and slowly got her to do one of their hand games from when they were children, as she mouthed the words to “Chinese Restaurant.”
 
Sara with streaming tears and trembling lips started to play as she spoke the words of the game.
 
Fred watching from the sidelines covered his lips as he wept with joy.
 
Sara didn’t wait for the end of the game as she screamed and hollered clutching onto her sister with all of her strength.
 
“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! Mary!” She wailed.
 
She kissed Sara’s forehead and rubbed her back to calm her down.
 
“She said you were always forgiven,” Ms. Santiago stepped in to speak for her. “Nothing your crazy little ass can do can ever make her stop loving you.”
 
Her words only exacerbated Sara’s grief.
 
“She has to go dear, her time is almost up, but she will always be watching you.”
 
Mary gave Sara one final embrace and kiss before Ms. Santiago, and Veronica took over consoling her.
 
Mary turned walking back to her husband. As she held his hands looking into his tear stained face, it felt as if everyone within the room watching vanished leaving just them.
 
She brought his forehead closer to hers allowing their third eyes to touch. Fred whimpered as he could finally hear her real voice.
 
“Ms. Santiago taught me how to do this. I kept my promise,” she whispered in his head. “Now you have to promise me. Promise to let me go and live for you. Promise me.”
 
“I promise,” Fred cried. “But it’s going to be so hard; it’s so lonely without you.”
 
She placed her hand at the center of his chest.
 
“Look around you silly, you will never be alone, and this is not goodbye; this is ‘see you soon.' I love you so much.”
 
“I love you …I love you.”
 
Out of nowhere, she took a step back as her facial features read shock. Her grip felts tighter as she began to shake.
 
“The light …is here … it’s really here.”
 
Fred gave her a perplexed nervous look.
 
“Isn’t it …?”
 
Everyone shuddered except Ms. Santiago as they heard the sound of massive wings. Fred watched as Mary turned to Ms. Santiago who cupped her mouth as her own tears ran. The old woman answered her with an ecstatic nod of joy.
 
“I have an escort too.”
 
“Where?” He sniffled.
 
She pointed to the corner of the roof.
 
“I have to go, see you soon.”
 
With one final deep kiss on the lips, the doll went limp in his arms.
 
“Mary?” Fred whimpered. “Mary?”
 
At that moment, Fred felt a soft hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Ms. Santiago standing next to him. With a smile, she pointed, and he turned to see the world next to the world.
 
“I see her,” Fred squealed. “I see her.”
 
Standing next to the shimmering gold light was a being in blinding gleaming silver armor with ancient unearthly etches on it, and two sets of snow white wings. The radiance around its head made it impossible to see its visage.
 
His eyes were on her as she walked toward the light. She looked up at the being who gestured for her to enter, then turned back to Fred waving to him one final time. As she entered, the celestial entity followed behind her causing for the light to vanish.
 
“She has passed over,” Ms. Santiago announced.
 
A wailing Fred lost his legs as he collapsed to the floor still clutching the doll. He held it close as he rocked back and forth.
 
Mr. Garrett rushed over to his son falling to his knees to hold and console him.
 
“She’s gone, dad …. She’s gone.”
 
“It’s going to be okay my boy …it’s going to be okay.”



CHAPTER 16

 
 
Fred stood in the middle of his bedroom now bare looking around for one final time.
 
Three weeks after the last night he spent with Mary on their anniversary, Fred made plans to move out. He sold off the majority of their furniture keeping two personal items, her writer’s chair, and daybed.
 
It was time to leave, and start a new chapter in his life.
 
He exited the bedroom, strolling down the hallway allowing memories of her both living and dead to dance before him one final time.
 
As he entered the living room, a smirk grew on his face at the patch of newly laid hardwood floor, and the night that almost cost him his life.
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The same night Mary passed on when Fred had calmed down; Veronica told him what happened after they spoke, and how she went to his apartment.
 
How Mary revealed herself to her followed by Ms. Santiago walking in and explaining her role in what was going on.
 
Veronica then helped Mary who had been hiding in the doll body for protection sneak out of the San Diego’s police department. Actually, what happened was Veronica sat parked a couple blocks away as Mary walked out of the evidence room, and out the back door undetected.
 
Jennifer then took the body back to the Real Doll office where after they got over their initial shock repaired the damage that was done.
 
When she realized that Fred was finally letting her go, Mary stayed at Veronica’s apartment until the day of their anniversary so that she could have her final dance with him and say goodbye. 
 
Two days after their anniversary, Fred had a revealing sit down with Ms. Santiago.
 
Aside from being his landlady, she was also a white witch who practiced magic for charitable purposes.
 
She explained that the powerful combination of the trauma Fred experienced after witnessing Mary’s death and his sorrow prevented her from passing on.
 
As much as she cared for both of them, Ms. Santiago was bound by her teachings and the laws of the living and the dead not interfering or interacting with one another. She told him, the two realms were separated for a reason. God ruled over all realms but allowed Hell limited privileges in the territory of the dead.
 
The first was to drag the damned to hell at their leisure, the second was to torment the living that attempted to contact and communicate with the dead.
 
Although Fred was not trying to talk Mary, the unbearable pain of losing her continued to intensify leaving him open to demonic attacks and persuasion. The day the doll was delivered, a powerful evil presence broke through Ms. Santiago’s protection seal on the building and was lurking around it, waiting for Fred to come home and bring the doll inside the apartment so that it could do Fred harm.
 
To protect Fred, Ms. Santiago had no choice but to break the law of interaction and perform a powerful ritual to bind Mary to the doll preventing the demon from manipulating it. The enraged spirit left the house waiting for another opportune time to strike. However, Mary’s interference in its plan made her a new target for the malevolent entity.
 
The alchemy ritual allowed Mary to physically manipulate the doll like her own body to communicate and interact with Fred as long as she followed one rule. She had to limit what she revealed to Fred about the world of the dead, most specifically about demons. To do so would break the binding spell that protected her within the doll, and would also attract other malevolent spiritual entities to Fred.
 
The binding spell also had a time limit of four full moons from when the spell was cast and would disappear altogether by the Hunter's Moon. Accepting that her fate was sealed, Mary spent her time getting Fred to find peace and to let her go of his own free will.
 
Fred then equated that when Ms. Santiago saw Mary in the hallway, she knew who she was and that her being scared was an act.
 
Ms. Santiago corrected him stating that she knew it was Mary, but the combination of Mr. Robinson screaming and her coming out of nowhere in her getup scared the hell out of her. She maybe a witch, but she was also human.
 
She also revealed while Fred was at work, she would go up from time to time to check on Mary and her progress. The day Mary packed up the apartment she went up early that morning after Fred left to lecture and warn her that she was getting too comfortable, that for Fred’s safety she had to complete her mission before she passed on.
 
Fred asked Ms. Santiago several questions that were on his chest.
 
“So, when Veronica came to you the first time, why didn’t you and Mary tell her the truth?”
 
“Mary and I both realized that our plan had backfired,” she confessed. “The more time you spent with her, the more you found it harder to let her go. You needed time to face this, to heal and come to a conclusion on your own. Also, your sister would be in danger the longer Mary remained revealed to her.”
 
He nervously asked what the terrible noise he heard after the shooting was.
 
She only answered that divine intervention had stepped in, and punishment was dealt out to those who would make deals with the devil. 
 
He accepted her answer knowing better not to go into detail and the next question that was swirling in his gut.
 
“The day Mary said, she wasn’t in danger, she was lying to me that whole time.”
 
“Yes, she was,” Ms. Santiago nodded. “As I said, the same rule of the living being prevented from interfering with the world of the dead also applies to the dead in reverse. Spirits that have not passed over who attempt to interfere in any way leave themselves open to demonic attacks, and even the possibility of being dragged to hell itself, this also goes for those who have seen the light and not passed over.”
 
“What about mediums and people who speak to the dead?” Fred asked.
 
“Mostly rubbish my child,” she snorted with a wave of her hand. “Best case scenario, they are using the questions that they ask people to formulate and come to the answer the person wants to hear, or an angel is speaking to them. Worst case scenario, they are either talking to the damned or a demon, as stated in Luke Chapter Sixteen, Verse Thirty-One …”
 
“If they won't listen to Moses and the prophets, they won't listen even if someone rises from the dead,” Fred recited the scripture before she did.
 
“No one receives an answer from those who cross over my boy because those in Heaven are too busy enjoying everlasting paradise, while those in Hell are too busy screaming and suffering from eternal torment.”
 
“But you do.”
 
“Well I am also not a mere medium my son,” Ms. Santiago scoffed sitting up with confidence. “Being a white witch born with a veil allows me to see and speak to spirits. I was taught early the rules of non-interaction by my tía who was also a white witch. I knew Mary had not passed on, but I was bound by those laws not to divulge this to you. From time to time she would stop by my apartment. We couldn’t speak to one another, but I could feel her sitting next to me watching television.”
 
The mist
formed around Ms. Santiago’s eyes. She raised her glasses to wipe away the sadness with her fingers.
 
“Such a strong, stubborn child, she almost forced me to use a banishing spell on her when she broke the rules to speak to me.”
 
“So …Mary almost damned herself to save me,” Fred concluded lowering his head.
 
“Yes,” Ms. Santiago answered with a sigh.
 
“But if she was hiding within the doll all this time, how come she could both see and talk to me at places like my office?”
 
“Her core spirit hid within the doll,” Ms. Santiago explained. “It did not limit her ability of sight which for a spirit is anywhere they had ever traveled to in their lifetime. Focusing her thought to communicate through your phone is mere child’s play for spirits or anyone with knowledge of the mystics.”
 
Fred pulled out his buzzing phone to see the words “See?” on it. He looked up with amazement as Ms. Santiago gave him a devilish smile before continuing her explanation.
 
“This house and the doll were the only things protecting her from the demonic forces lurking around. The only thing that saved her the night Magda took over the body was the explicit pact she made with the demon.”
 
“She made a pact that night?” Fred asked with a nervous tone.
 
“Two pacts to be exact, the first pact was an agreement that the demon would bring no harm to you in any way, shape, or form if she agreed to relinquish the body to Magda. Only another human spirit could control the doll similar to Mary, and Magda’s pact with the demon gave her the demonic strength to overcome the binding spell that would cast out other spirits out who were not ritually bonded to the doll. Magda didn’t make a pact with Mary, which is why she tried to kill you that night for attempting to get in her way. The second pact she made with the demon was to give her a head start, the devil agreed that it, nor any other demon, damned spirit, or hell hound would not touch her for one exact Earth hour after she relinquished the doll body. Demons are bound by the pacts they agree to.”
 
Her blunt answer made Fred choke as he began to turn pale.
 
“A smart girl,” Ms. Santiago chuckled. “Had she not specified the exact terms of the pacts she made, she would have been taken along with Magda that very night, time moves slower in hell, an hour on Earth is actually thirty seconds there. She must have had faith it was enough time to stop and remove Magda from the doll so that she could re-enter it for the binding spell to protect her.”
 
A cold sweat washed over Fred as his mind wandered back to that night and how things could have gone differently. It sparked a bit of anger toward Ms. Santiago which came out through his tone.
 
“Why …would you allow her to do something …so reckless?”
 
“Apparently you did not hear me when I said, I did not want to do it,” Ms. Santiago answered back with a stern motherly tone. “But Mary lost all reason the second she saw you teetering toward infinite danger. It wasn’t just the poor eating and sleepless nights was it Fred?”
 
Fred sunk back into his chair with a defeated look of shame while stroking his goatee. Unbeknownst to him, she was forced to watch him abusing the various prescription medications for his depression and sleeping issues, sometimes with hard liquor. Fred lied to Jennifer’s face, he was too afraid to hang himself, and he did not own a gun, but accidentally overdosing was something he could have handled.
 
Aside from some late morning starts, he was amazed how well he hid it all away from the rest of the world until he realized someone or something was always watching him.
 
“Despair gives the enemy great power,” Santiago softened her tone as she leaned forward resting her hand on top of his hand. “It gives them the strength to prey on the weak in spirit. Knowing this, Mary placed her salvation on the line to keep you from the pit and to also keep her promise to your mother.”
 
“Promise?” Fred asked as he shook his head caught off guard. “What promise?”
 
Ms. Santiago answered him with a simple smile.
 
“She promised her, that she would do everything in her power to make sure, she saw you again.”
 
Fred emitted a nervous chuckle as the tears burst from his eyes. His hand trembled as he placed it under his chin. The final revelation proved more than Fred could handle. It also answered a lot of questions; Mary wasn’t the religious type, but eight months after his mother passed, he caught her from time to time sitting in her spot reading the house bible. A full year after that they began attending church on Sunday regularly, and eventually, she got baptized.
 
Fred was to be baptized the second Sunday after her death. It never happened, and his foot never entered a church again. 
 
“So …what happened the night she passed on?” Fred asked with a cracked voice. “Why was she not taken?”
 
“As I said,” Ms. Santiago smirked. “Demons are granted some privileges here and there, but in the end, God always has the final word. And He is a great Champion of love that is why He created it in the first place. The Harvest Moon was the day after your anniversary. She had planned to go quiet that night and make you believe she had passed on, and then wait to be taken the next evening. Neither one of us foresaw that the Heavenly Father had an anniversary gift for the both of you that night.”
 
Fred glanced upward as his mind attempted to process what he was being told. He accepted that it would take some time to come to terms with what he went through, and asked her one final question meant as a small joke.
 
“Humankind cannot gain anything without first giving something in return. To obtain, something of equal value must be lost. That is Alchemy's First Law of Equivalent Exchange.” He recited. “So, what did you lose in exchange for casting the spell?”
 
“Nothing of importance my dear boy,” She smiled, “Nothing of importance.”
 
One year after Ms. Santiago cast the binding spell breaking the law of interaction, she lost her eyesight forever.
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Fred made sure he fulfilled one final promise. The same night that she passed on, Mary left him one last text message. Revealing to him what Magda said before she was taken away. She told her the name of the hired hit woman who killed her, where she resided, and where the murder weapon was.
 
Because the crime Fred got convicted of was related to Magda’s husband, there was no way he would get the authorities to listen to any evidence he brought to their doorstep. Lucky for him, Cynthia who was a law attorney was more than willing to help him get justice for her.
 
Cynthia having a good working relationship with the district attorney was able to give a tip to him. The authorities in turn located the gun and arrested the killer, who in turn flipped on both Magda’s husband who paid her, and Magda’s former best friend who found her for him to get a reduced sentence.
 
Both were charged with conspiracy to commit first-degree murder.
 
It was a bitter sweet victory because even though justice was served, Magda would forever be in torment somewhere for the deal that she made.
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A polite knock at the open door took Fred out of his memories. A misty-eyed Ms. Santiago stood with her hands clasped fighting to keep a chipper smile on her face.
 
“Giving her back to you in one-piece Ms. Santiago,” Fred smiled while walking over to her.
 
“It’s only wood and stone, my dear boy, easily replaced. Beautiful people like you and Mary …are hard to find.”
 
Fred walked into her maternal embrace, which he reciprocated making it impossible for her to hold back her tears.
 
“I’m so going to miss you,” she sniffled.
 
“I’m going to miss you more,” He returned. “Thank you for everything.”
 
“I promised your mom the day I met her, that I would look after you.” She whispered. “As long as I am alive, this will always be your second home. You hear me? Don’t ever be a stranger.”
 
“Yes ma’am,” he nodded. “You have my word.”
 
As they finally broke their embrace, Fred pulled out his apartment keys from his pocket placing them in her palm.
 
“Go live your life,” Ms. Santiago instructed. “And don’t you worry, she’s now in a far better place, and will be waiting for you when your time comes.”
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A couple of minutes later, Fred walked outside to Barney leaning up against his brand-new replacement Jeep Grand Cherokee. This time he went with the SRT package in red velvet pearl and black leather interior. In front of his vehicle was the moving truck with the possessions he was taking with him.
 
“The end of an era,” Barney sighed.
 
“Dude, I’m moving into my own house, not leaving the state.”
 
“You know me, not a big fan of change,” he shrugged.
 
“Sometimes it’s good, sometimes it’s necessary,” Fred said as he turned to look up at the window of his former apartment.
 
“So, at the bottom of which bay am I dumping this stuff?” Barney asked with a comical grin.
 
“Keep playing with me,” Fred wagged a finger at him. “Cynthia will be filing a missing person’s report by tonight if you don’t drive my stuff straight to my house.”
 
“Yeah, yeah …” Barney rolled his eyes. “How long you gonna be.”
 
“Not long, twenty minutes top. V and Hank should be at the house already.”
 
“Still don’t know why you’re getting rid of it,” Barney glanced into the window of the passenger seat. “You might need it for those lonely nights just until you get back in the saddle.”
 
Fred gave him a sarcastic sneer before turning to look at the doll.
 
“Since she left, I haven’t used it once to sleep,” Fred smiled. “I have all the memories I need of her that count.”
 
“Twenty minutes then,” Barney nodded.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“By the way, forgot to welcome you to the Hemi family,” Barney jabbed him in the arm before walking off.
 
Fred watched his friend head to the moving truck before getting into his own vehicle. He waited for him to drive off before pulling out and taking a right to another direction.
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Ten minutes later, Fred stood inside a small clothing boutique named “Betty’s Rag Time.”  He watched as Betty the shop owner, a curvy full figured young woman in a fifties ensemble with white and red streaks in her black hair gave the doll a look over.
 
“She looks beautiful!” She beamed. “I can’t believe this is the actual doll, and you’re …the guy!”
 
He simpered at her comment. Fred and Mary’s final dance got leaked onto the internet due to the DJ that was in attendance that night. It apparently got several million hits with a mixture of comments from it being CGI to it being a woman dressed like a doll.
 
From what he heard some people either attempted to recreate or do their own parody of the dance. He watched and saved only the original.
 
The one hiccup was that the San Diego police interviewed him on how the doll which was still evidence at the time ended up back in his possession. Cameras from inside the facility showed the doll in their evidence room one minute and then gone the next. For five minutes, the camera feeds were distorted as some blurry figure moved about the place.
 
Fred wasn’t arrested due to his iron clad alibi of being in a mental facility at the time. When he offered to give the doll back to the San Diego police department, they declined. The case in their eyes was considered closed.
 
What followed were his e-mail and social media accounts being flooded by people wanting to purchase the doll for either double or triple its worth. Fred waded through the fetish seekers, paranormal enthusiasts, and occult worshipers to choose Betty as the new owner of the doll.
 
“I can’t believe you’re only selling her for one hundred dollars,” the young woman turned to him. “These things go for five thousand and up easy. She’s going to look amazing in our window display.”
 
“She always looked amazing when I dressed her up,” Fred told his final lie.”
 
“I got to ask, why are you selling her for so little?” Betty asked him while adjusting her glasses. “She’s practically brand new. You could have gotten your money back and then some, especially considering how popular she is now.”
 
A bright smile came over his face as he glanced at the doll.
 
“She used to be my wife,” he admitted with no hesitation.
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Five minutes later, Fred drove alone heading to his new home with a smile on his face and music pumping from the speakers of the Jeep. He wiped his eyes of the mist that began to form, but his smile remained.
 
He glanced up at the review mirror to look upon the restored selfie he took of them with him in the passenger seat while Mary drove their old Jeep.
 
On the passenger seat laid his mother’s bible, while within the cup holder of the vehicle, was an envelope with a letter inside. On the envelope, itself it read “To Fred, from Mary.”  
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Dear Fred,
 
By the time, you read this letter, I would have passed on. Sorry for the crappy writing, it’s not easy to do with doll hands. I could have done it on the computer, but I wanted it to be something that you knew was done by me. So, that you are aware that the time we spent together was as real as the air you still breathe.
 
I have a confession to make. A tiny part of me is glad I went first. I know it may come off being a bit selfish, but I don’t know how I would be able to handle it if you went before me.
 
I remember waking up one morning crying because I had a nightmare that you had passed first. I had to pull myself together before I got on the phone just to hear your voice and know that you were still there. I ended up spending half the day laying in the bed a mess holding onto the work clothes you wore the day before just so I could smell your scent. The day could not end soon enough for you to come home to me.
 
The part about dying that sucks ass is that you have no control over when it will happen, it’s permanent, and sometimes there is not enough time to say goodbye.
 
I can’t do anything about the first two, but I can now properly say goodbye.
 
There will be good days and bad days. Days when out of nowhere it will hit you like a hammer.
 
On those days, just remember, that for the time I was alive, I could not get enough of your love. I died knowing I was completely loved from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Being your wife and loving you was the greatest adventure I did not have to write. I just wish the story could have lasted a bit longer.
 
So, when the pain of missing me knocks you down. I want you to remember and hold onto that, let it fill you up, then get up off your ass, wipe your tears away, and keep moving forward.
 
And don’t be too angry with God. We both know He broke the mold when He made me, so it’s just natural He’ll want me back home much sooner.
 
 So, go out there, and live life as if you’re taking your last breath, so that if and when we see each other again, we’ll have a lot to talk about.
 
Love always,
 
Mary
 
P.S.
Get rid of the damn doll, and find yourself a real woman when the time is right (Even though whoever she may be will never hold a candle to me). You don’t need it anymore.
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