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One

Kendra tapped the end of the pen against her top lip, her eyes closed tight. She knew the answer to four down on the crossword she had been working on for the past few days, had only been thinking about the answer the other day, in fact, but now that she needed the answer it totally eluded her. She had been watching something on TV, a program about cultures and practices from around the world. She remembered watching an episode about the dancing rituals of Hawaii and the justice practices of Australian Aboriginals. There were others as well; one even from Greenland and one about the Kalahari Bushmen, but she didn’t want to confuse her subconscious with too much. She could feel the answer dance around the edges of her mind, poking and prodding at her subconscious, almost teasing her conscious mind to snatch it and use it on the crossword she was unbelievably close to finishing.  
"Scottish pole tossing," she said softly to herself. "Scottish . . . .". 
She thought there might have been a clue there but she wasn't sure. Kendra could see the Scottish sport in her mind's eye. Large Scottish men wearing kilts and holding long wooden poles upright in interlocked hands and then tossing the pole as far as they could. She could visualise the entire thing in her mind’s eye, but the actual name of the Scottish sport was beyond her grasp. She thought the sport started with a C or a T but she wasn’t even sure of that.
She looked down at the crossword and read the clue again. “A Scottish sport involving tossing a log to prove strength and stamina.”  
Kendra sighed loudly and dropped the pen in disgust on the open crossword book.
She had been able to come up with such answers as Barton, the surname of Australia’s first prime minister. Melbourne, the Nation’s first capital, and one she was particularly proud of was XYZ, the answer to “They come in last,” three letters. Now she was being stumped by a Scottish piece of wood.
She pushed the chair she was sitting on from the table and stood up. Her back ached from being hunched over the table and she bent backwards and heard the bones crack with satisfaction. Kendra walked over to the oven, opened the door and glanced in. A wave of heat struck her in the face and she squinted and averted her eyes slightly. The roast chicken was nearly done, along with the potatoes and carrots. She had still to prepare the gravy for herself and the rest of the family but she was pretty sure she had plenty of time to do that.
She had promised Brad, her very own writer-in-residence and husband to boot, that she would cook him his favourite meal of all time, along with Yorkshire pudding with apple sauce to dip it in if he managed to complete more than his normal word count for the day. And since she hadn’t seen him for the better part of four hours, she simply assumed he had completed it and then some. Of late he had been lacking on the work count and she decided he needed a small encouragement to maintain his writing streak and goal. Food was as good an encouragement as any.
Kendra suspected she had another twenty minutes or so before dinner was ready and that meant she had about fifteen or so to call one of the kids to set the table and get some drinks ready. And that might be a struggle in and of itself. Lately, Tamarin, Elise and Cameron spent more time staring at their screens than they did conversing with someone else in the house. Kendra couldn’t count the number of times she had yelled through the walls of the house to get their attention to get some work done in the house. Once upon a time, when they were much younger, the kids would be delighted in helping around the house; washing and drying the dishes, folding clothes (which generally consisted of scrunching up clothes and towels) and mopping the floor with a too-wet mop head. Now, however, housework was anathema.
She glanced back at the crossword, read the stubborn clue again and shook her head out of frustration. She knew the answer, but it seemed the answer didn’t want to know her.
It was right then that Brad walked into the kitchen, a wide grin splitting his face ear to ear. The smile seemed foreign and fake to his otherwise handsome face like he was being held at gunpoint and trying with all his might to show that he was having a great time.
Kendra pushed that feeling aside the moment the real explanation came into his mind. He did it, she thought. He completed his word count and then some. He’s proud of himself, that’s all, proud of himself and why wouldn’t he be?
With less than three months left before his novel had to be finished and handed to his editor, Brad said he was ahead of schedule and writing some of the best work in years, maybe ever.
“That smile says it all, I think,” Kendra said. “You either have written your word count or we’ve won the lotto and we’re now bazillionaires.”
Instead of taking his wife in his arms or leaning in to kiss her loudly on the lips as he was wont to do several times throughout the day, he stopped in the middle of the dining room and stared her directly in the eyes with that wide, and somewhat idiotic grin on his face.
“Kendra?” he said with a somewhat stiff and robotic voice. “Kendra Summers?”
Her smile faulted briefly and she had to think what could have brought this on. Drugs, alcohol which he had possibly secreted away in his office for his consumption, or he had had a stroke. Right now, she was leaning towards the latter.
“Yes, Brad Summers,” she said, mimicking his tone and form of address. “How’d the writing go?”
“Tomorrow you are going to meet Isla Turner at the ice cream parlour at the local shopping centre?”
Kendra’s breath caught in her throat. As far as she was able to know, Brad had no way of knowing that. She had only made plans with Isla, her best friend from high school and the only friend she kept in contact with from that long ago time, less than thirty minutes ago. There was absolutely no way he could have overheard the two of them planning the small outing as they had used their mobile phones to make all the plans, location and time included. These days Isla and she barely had enough time to catch up and gossip about who has gained weight, who has lost the weight and what show they are binge-watching on Netflix and Disney Plus.
“How’d you know what I’m planning?” she asked a little more stiffly than she had expected. “I’ve only just made it.”
The thought that he had been spying on her and had somehow hacked into her phone or cloned it to get into her phone and, just as quickly, that thought disappeared as he was no more technologically inclined than she was prone to service a car or go to a gun range and fire off a round of ammunition from an assault rifle.
“Is this true, Kendra Summers? The play date, as you called it, is at Wendy’s at the time of ten-fifteen in the morning.”
He was right. In the texts, Kendra and Isla had been sharing earlier in the morning that was the exact time they were scheduled to meet. They had gone back and forth a few times between them, and had finally settled on ten-fifteen as that time in the morning they would be both free at the same time.
A dozen questions flooded into her mind, not the least was why was he talking so formally and, well, a little weird. And why was he calling her by her full name, Kendra Summers? Has he ever done that before?
“Yes, at ten-fifteen,” she said. “She said there’s a few things we needed to discuss. She’s been going through a break-up and, well, I think she needs a sympathetic ear.”
Brad continued to smile that strange and forced grin she was finding more and more disconcerting the longer she looked at it.
“Seven minutes after you arrive, a blue pickup will drive by the Wendy’s shop and will run down a woman and her son, a five-year-old wearing a t-shirt that says “The Real Boss.” That t-shirt draws a lot of heads and comments from other parents, especially other women. They are stopped several times by mothers asking where the woman bought the t-shirt. That’s why they will be late. If the five-year-old wore another t-shirt, any t-shirt, they would have missed the blue pickup and not been struck.”  
Brad paused and took a step forward towards Kendra who realised she had been holding her breath. She took an involuntary step backward and a small stab of fear lanced her heart.
“Save the woman and the boy. Especially the boy. You must be watchful for the young mother and the boy. Can you remember this, Kendra? Remember the boy and the woman. Remember the t-shirt that says “The Real Boss.” Can you do that, Kendra Summers? Can you remember what I have told you tonight?”
She found herself nodding vigorously at his insistent words and the urgency by which he said them. She had never heard Brad speak like this; addressing her by using her full name, using a robotic voice and a forced, wide grin. And pretending to predict the future.  
What was that all about? she wondered.
For as long as she had known him Brad had always been an extremely creative guy. Coming up with stories for his fiction, science fiction novels and short stories and the occasional screenplay. The number of times he had taken control of parties and told wild, yet completely fabricated stories for the entertainment of all those present, were innumerable.  
“This is important, Kendra Summers,” Brad said, dropping his voice so it was barely above a whisper. “The boy must live.”
She placed her hand between her breasts, just above her heart, and found herself repeating his words. “The boy must live.”
A mental image of a young boy wizard wielding a wand and wearing a long, brown tattered cape flashed across her mind.
Brad seemed content with her promise and his eyes closed slowly as the wide grin disappeared from his face. He jerked suddenly, tilted to the right and she thought he was going to fall over but he placed his hand out to study himself on the kitchen bench.
“Whoa,” he said and she was relieved to hear the normal inflection in his voice she had grown used to over the last twenty years. “Head spinning.”  
And he did look like he was unsteady on his feet, but she wasn’t sure about stepping forward and offering any assistance just yet. The grin he had been wearing on his face had made him look like a serial killer in a Brad suit and that voice he had been speaking in had been unnerving.
“Is everything okay?” she asked.
“Yeah. The room is spinning though, like I’ve been on a Ferris wheel from hell. What happened? How’d I get out here?”
She eyed him carefully. “You don’t remember?”
He shook his head and massaged his brow with his fingers. “I was writing. Halfway through a chapter from what I recall, it was going pretty good. A fast-paced action scene, and then I remembered my vision going a little blurry. The words on the screen were extremely hard to see. I thought my vision was finally giving out. My dad’s vision went to hell when he was in his early thirties, but Damon was wearing Coke bottle glasses by the time he was forty. Here I am, nearly forty-five, and I don’t wear reading glasses. I was about to get up and rest my eyes and then I was here. ”
Kendra examined his eyes as he spoke and tried to see if he was trying to lie to her. Or if there was any mirth in his expression. But there was nothing but confusion in his eyes, and a hint of weariness she hardly saw in his eyes.
“Why don’t you have a lie down?” she suggested.  
He massaged his brow and seemed to think for several moments. Finally, he nodded. “I think you’re right. I am a little tired. I must have fallen asleep and slept walked out here.” He turned around, placed a hand on the threshold of the entryway to the dining area and walked down the hallway.
Kendra’s heart fluttered a little at the thought of something possibly wrong with Brad. The idea that he had been sleepwalking definitely sounded believable, although in all the years she had known him he had never sleepwalked anywhere. Dozens of thoughts flooded her mind but she decided to reject them all until she knew exactly what was going on.
An alarm woke her up from her thoughts and she jumped despite herself. The roast chicken was ready
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