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      Sinkhole

      

      Both his office phone and cell phone rang at the same time. It wasn’t the first time, and probably wouldn’t be the last. Since he was at work, he answered the one on his desk and let the other roll into voicemail.

      “Carriage House Designs. This is Brix Rhodes.”

      “Sergeant, this is Sergeant Major Downs.”

      Brix immediately went into alert status as his eyes locked on the wall calendar nearby. His last deployment had been two years ago. He had at least three more years to go before he was required to return to active duty. Which meant this had to be a special mobilization.

      “Yes, sir. What can I do for you, sir?” He kept his voice brusque and to the point.

      “We have an unusual circumstance up on the Kentucky-Tennessee border. On Interstate 75. The Kentucky National Guard has already deployed a half-dozen men to that area. We’ve been asked to send in six more. I’m gonna need you to lead this squad.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Report immediately to your local command center. Truck leaves within the hour.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The phone went dead. No goodbye or good luck, but he hadn’t expected one. Hanging up, he got back on his computer and sent a quick email to his boss to let him know he’d be gone for an undetermined length of time. It wasn’t really necessary. Knowing the Army, Butler had already been notified. But the email wouldn’t be out of line, especially since Brix’s job would essentially be kept on hold until he returned.

      As he took the elevator down to the parking garage, he checked his cell to see if a voicemail had been left. There wasn’t one, but the phone number was the National Guard’s. If they couldn’t reach him one way, they had the other. Sure enough, there was a short text message left instead.

      He called his father. The man answered on the first ring.

      “Hey, son.”

      “I’m being called out.”

      “So soon? Must be an unexpected emergency. Any idea what it might be?”

      “Not a clue. All I know is that it has something to do with something at the Kentucky-Tennessee border, off I-75. I need you to pick up Mollie from daycare and collect my mail for me while I’m gone, would you?”

      “Sure thing. Don’t worry about her. We’ll be just fine, and I’d like the company. I’ll go by your place and pick up what I’ll need before I fetch her. Any idea how long you’ll be gone?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Brix admitted. “You haven’t heard anything on the news about something this might pertain to, have you?”

      “Nope. But I haven’t had the TV on since this morning. Want me to go look?”

      “No. That’s all right. I’m heading straight to the armory now. We’re hitting the road in less than an hour.”

      “That doesn’t give you enough time to run home and get in uniform!”

      “Not a problem. I always have a spare at the armory.” The elevator dinged. The doors opened, and he hustled toward where he was parked. “Gotta go, Dad. Talk to you later, okay?”

      “Take care. ‘Bye.”

      Thankfully, traffic on I-40 wasn’t too bad. He got to the armory within twenty minutes where others on his team were already gathering. Rushing inside the main building, he went directly to his locker to dress before reporting in.

      “Rhodes!”

      “Sir!” He whirled around, saluting as Major Stegall strode into the room.

      Stegall returned the salute. “At ease. Thanks for being prompt.”

      “What’s this all about?”

      Stegall handed him his orders in case he was asked to produce them. “We got a major geographical problem on the border, between two small towns called Fairview and Jellico.”

      Brix gave him a confused look. “A major geographical problem?”

      “Yeah. A sinkhole. And from what I’ve been told, a big one. A big big one.”

      “So what are our orders?”

      “Help keep the area cordoned off from sightseers. Do what the highway patrol and sheriff departments need of you. You’ll be in command of our men. Kentucky’s already sending a half-dozen of theirs to lend help.”

      “Yeah. I got that from Downs when he notified me. Anything else I need to know?” He stuffed the papers inside his vest.

      “Not at the moment.”

      “Any idea how long this is gonna take?”

      “You tell me and we’ll both know. Take care. Until later.” The major left without a salute. Slamming his locker door shut, Brix went to claim his weapons.

      The last of his squad was climbing into the back of the transport when PFC Cloving arrived. “You driving?” Brix asked, grinning.

      “I’ll try to. You riding shotgun?”

      “I’ll try to. How far before we reach this big hole in the ground?”

      Cloving gave him a quick look. “Big hole in the ground?”

      “Yeah. A sinkhole. And from what I’ve been told, it’s a bugger.”

      “If the traffic’s in our favor, about four hours. A sinkhole, eh? What are we going to do there? Go exploring inside?”

      “Keep sightseers away. More than likely we’ll need to help divert traffic, although I think the highway patrol is already handling that. Guess we’ll see when we get there.”

      Cloving gunned the engine and slowly pulled out of the back parking area where their training vehicles were kept. Brix noticed they were the only ones leaving.

      They’d just merged onto I-24 when Brix’s cell went off. He took the call, seeing it was from his father. “Yeah, Dad.”

      “There’s something on the news about a big sinkhole where you’re going,” the man informed him. “You did say it was off I-75?”

      Brix put the phone on speaker so Cloving could hear. “Yep. That’s our destination. We’re providing security and such. Do they know what caused it?”

      “Oh, there’s a lot of speculation. But we all know Kentucky’s rife with all sorts of tunnels and caves and such. There’s entire systems underground that have never been mapped.”

      “I remember you telling me that. Think that’s what this is? Some sort of underground tunnel system that gave way?”

      “I wouldn’t doubt it. It could be right underneath the interstate. Maybe running parallel or perpendicular to it. If that’s the case, with all that weight from trucks and traffic and all going over them, it’s a wonder something like this hasn’t happened earlier. Say, do you remember when your mother and I took you to Mammoth Caves?”

      Brix chuckled. “Mom backed out. Said it was too cold in there to suit her.”

      His father also snorted at the memory. “God rest her soul. Well, it sounds like you’re on the road, so I’ll let you go.”

      “Thanks for the info, Dad.”

      “Sure enough. I stopped by the market to get more diapers and baby food. I’m heading out to pick up Mollie now. Talk to you later.”

      Brix ended the call and looked up to see Cloving glancing over at him.

      “Betcha that’s what it is,” the man remarked.

      “Won’t know for sure until we get there,” Brix countered, and made himself comfortable for the long haul.
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      Grief

      

      “Hey, you! I’m on my way to the store to pick up a few things before I go get Mollie. Is there anything you need?”

      She sounded happy. Apparently she’d had a good day at work.

      “No, babe. I’m good.” But he had to ask anyway. “How was work?”

      “Great! Stockton finally paid their bill. And I was able to finish up those orders due on the fifth ahead of time!”

      “You definitely win this day,” he praised her.

      “That’s why I’m on my way to Après to get a bottle of that expensive merlot we both like. To celebrate.” Her voice dropped to a hush, which he found both sexy and amusing, since she was the only one in the car, and he was in his office. He decided to play along.

      “Hopefully the celebration will extend into the bedroom?”

      “Mmm, it’s possibull. It’s possibull,” she quipped, imitating a line from an old cartoon show they’d once caught on TV.

      He laughed. Once again, Samra had managed to turn a dismal day into a bright spot. After they got the baby settled for the night, they’d have plenty of time to do a little matrimonial canoodling, with the wine adding a nice edge to it.

      “Oh, and I was thinking of grilling some pork chops for dinner. Do you want green beans or rice with them?

      “Surprise me,” he told her. “I should be wrapping things up here in about another hour or so. Then I’ll cut out early. Hell, most everyone in the office is already gone for the weekend. Want me to give you a ring whe—”

      “Brix!” Her scream of terror was cut short by the ear-splitting sound of a crash. The grinding roar forced him to jerk the phone away from his ear. When it faded enough for him to listen, he called out to her, terrified.

      “Sam? Samra!”

      He hit the speaker button and continued calling out to her as he laid the cell down on his desk and reached for his office phone. His years in the Army paid off, and training took over, his movements automatic as he fought the panic rising in his chest.

      “Samra! Talk to me! Samra! Samra!”

      “Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?” a calm voice inquired.

      “I was talking to my wife, and I heard her scream! And there was the sound of, oh my God, I think she’s been in an accident! Please send someone there to check on her, please!”

      “Do you know her location?”

      “She…” He dug his hand into his hair and forced himself to think more clearly. “She works over on Fifty-First Street. She was on her way to Après, so she was probably taking Juliet Parkway. I think that’s east. Yeah, it’s east. Please send someone over there! Please! Hurry!”

      “I’ve notified the police. Please hold.”

      Brix took the opportunity to turn his attention back to the cell phone. “Sam? Sam, can you hear me? Say something, baby!”

      It was quiet. Too fucking quiet. A glance at the cell’s screen showed the call was still active. Why wasn’t she answering him?

      “Samra!”

      There came a noise from the landline. He put the receiver back to his ear. “Yes?”

      “Sir, we’ve received an accident report at the intersection of Bellaire and Faulkner. Can you describe what kind of vehicle your wife is driving?”

      “A blue Coranza. I think it’s a 2018 model.”

      There was a pause. Brix strained his ear to hear past the soft buzzing background, when the operator came back on.

      “Sir, can you confirm your wife’s identity?”

      “Her name is Samra Rhodes. She’s a twenty-six-year-old—”

      “Mr. Rhodes, we’re going to need you to go to St. Regis Hospital to confirm her identity.”

      Brix stood, unable to move, his mouth opening and closing with no sound coming out.

      …to confirm her identity.

      …to confirm her identity.

      Why can’t you ask her yourself? What about her driver’s license? What about…

      What about…

      “Samraaa! Samra? Oh, God, no! Saaam!”
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      “Hey, man! Sgt. Rhodes, sir! Brix! Hey, wake up, man! You’re having a bad dream!”

      Brix jerked awake, his body convulsing. His face was wet with tears, and he sniffled as he glanced over at where Cloving was dividing his attention between the road and the man in the passenger-side seat. The PFC was wide-eyed with worry and fear.

      “Hey, you okay, sir?”

      Brix wiped his face and nose with his shirt sleeve. “Uhh, yeah. I’m good.” He cleared his throat and straightened up in his seat.

      “You were mumbling and crying out. You had me worried, sir.”

      Burying his face into his hands, he slowly shook his head. Four months, and he was still having nightmares. Or daymares, in this case. He couldn’t close his eyes for ten minutes without the memories rising up and threatening to devour him. The only way he could get any sort of decent sleep now was to take sleeping pills. The heavy-duty kind only his doctor could prescribe.

      “Sorry. I was having a bad dream,” he finally managed to mutter. “Guess I must’ve dozed off for a second.”

      Cloving sighed. Brix noticed how the man kept his eyes focused ahead. Either the guy was too embarrassed to look at his commanding officer, or…

      “Sir, I heard about your wife, sir. About how she died. I heard you call out her name. It was Samra, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” It came out strangled, but at least he was able to answer the man.

      “I’m…I’m sorry for your loss, sir.”

      “I appreciate it, private.” He ran a hand over his face and sat up straighter in his seat. “How far away are we?”

      “Another sixty-four miles or so.”

      Brix glanced behind them, through the cab’s back window at the sight of the other four men dozing in the rear bed. “Next truck stop, pull over and give us a pee break. I want us arriving in tip-top form. Not half-asleep.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Oh, and Arnie?”

      Cloving cut his eyes at him.

      “We don’t need for this to go any further than the two of us, okay?” He didn’t make it an order. Just a heartfelt request.

      The private gave a single nod, adding a partial grin. “You got it.”

      “Appreciate it.” He turned to stare out the side window. His gut was still tied up in knots. It had been a few weeks since he’d suffered one of these episodes. Dr. Palmeyer told him it was a form of PTSD. The loss of his wife happening so tragically and so soon after returning home, combined with the trauma he’d endured during his two tours overseas, had taken a serious toll on his mental and emotional health. He didn’t argue with the man because he was right. Coming back from serving his time for his country was one thing. Then for Sam to die the way she did in that fucking accident…

      He wasn’t allowed to take his sleeping pills with him when he was deployed like this. But he wasn’t averse to seeing if the truck stop had some over-the-counter meds he could get during their stop.

      Brix rubbed his eyes. God help him if he had another episode like this when they were on duty. Hopefully, he’d find something he could take, and it would be enough to let him get some needed sleep without the dreams waking him.

      At least, he could hope.

      But in the meantime…

      Squeezing his eyes tightly shut, he fought the last few tears that threatened to fall. Unable to stop them, he kept his face averted and tried to erase the remnants of his nightmare with thoughts of Mollie. Of her sweet face with her equally sweet smile. Of the way she’d make a big mess on and around the high chair, no matter what they fed her. And how she looked, so innocent, so fragile, and so beautiful when she slept.

      He was luckier than most sons of bitches who returned from active duty. He had a healthy daughter, and a father who was always there for him whenever he needed a backup babysitter. He had a good job, and it would help him provide for his little girl.

      Be happy with what you got, Rhodes. And be grateful you got that much. This is no longer about you, you know. It’s about Mollie. It’s for her and her future.

      Wiping his eyes one last time, he pulled out his cell to call his father and see how his little girl was doing. If he was lucky, she’d still be awake, and he’d get to Facetime with her.

      Propping his arm against the side window, he made the call.
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